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ABSTRACT

The Impact of Coaching on the Leadership Practices of California
Public School Superintendents
by Michelle Harmeier
The role of public school superintendent is complex, challenging, political, and
sometimes volatile. A shortage of candidates has plagued California during the past 10
years, due to high turnover rates resulting from the fallout of the NCLB punitive reform
measures, increasing baby boomer retirements, and a reluctance of district leaders to step
up to this demanding position. This top leadership role is unlike any other in K-12
education, due to the responsibilities with outside constituents and the advisory
relationship with the school board. The purpose of this qualitative study was to
document and explore the experiences of California public school superintendents who
participated in leadership or executive coaching as a form of professional development
and support while serving in this position. Data was collected through interviews with
superintendents who agreed to participate. These interviews were transcribed and coded
through the lens of the eight AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency. This
study sought to determine the efficacy of coaching as a support tool for superintendents
with respect to their ability to lead in their positions. The coded results of the interviews
were focused on the eight standards that included: 1) Strategic Leadership and District
Culture, 2) Policy and Governance, 3) Communications, 4) Leadership and
Organizational Management and School Finance, 5) Curriculum Planning ad
Development, 6) Instructional Management, 7) Staff Evaluation and Personnel
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Management, 8) Values and Ethics. The qualitative components of the study were
gathered through purposive sampling. Email invitations to participate were sent to
targeted superintendents in seven counties in California. Analysis of the data revealed
that superintendents who participated in leadership or executive coaching received a
blended model of coaching which included mentoring and coaching strategies. All of the
superintendents in this study received support in more than one of the eight areas of the
AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency. The study revealed that coaching
supported superintendents in all of the eight standard areas. Retired superintendents
provided all of the coaching support, except in one case. Every superintendent had a
positive experience with coaching support.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
“The work portfolio of America’s superintendents is increasingly diverse,
encompassing not only student achievement, but the diversification of student and
staff populations, the explosion of technology, expanded expectations from the
government, the school board and the community, and the globalization of
society.”
-Kitty Porterfield, AASA 2010 Decennial Study
Modern superintendents oversee all aspects of a school district’s educational,
financial, and administrative work, including supervising the performance of all
personnel. They guide a shared vision of exemplary performance, manage disparate
components and constituents to ensure progress toward common goals, and serve as
models for inspired leadership. Superintendents personify the aspirations and
responsibilities of the entire organization (DiPaola & Stronge, 2003). Research shows a
strong correlation between the quality of district leadership and the achievement of a
school district (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2006). As stated by Hoyle, BJörk, Collier
and Glass in The Superintendent as CEO (2005), “The old, less visible role of the school
superintendent has changed to that of a highly visible chief executive who needs vision,
skills, and knowledge to lead in a new and complex world.”
The demands facing school superintendents have become increasingly complex
over the past 40 years. Today, school boards and communities expect the superintendent
to develop and lead a shared vision through strong communication, relationship building,
and political acumen (Glass, 2005). Recently, it has become more important for
superintendents to take a greater role in the economic development of their communities
to ensure quality schools. To achieve this, they must work closely with local and state
officials. Former Governor of Virginia Mark Warner stated that leaders have to be
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vigilant in recognizing that the prosperity of communities will be inseparably linked to
the quality of schools (Inaugural Address, 2002).
Since the 1960s, the dynamic changes of the political environment have increased
the demands on public school systems and superintendents. Several national political
acts, such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the US Education Amendments of
1972, and the Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 1974 shifted control of policy from
the local to the national level. In the 1980s, national commissions and task force reports
launched the school reform era and identified that administrators at the school and district
level were the key to school improvement. During this time, there were three waves of
reform. The first wave examined the purpose, condition and performance of public
schools. The report, A Nation at Risk (1983) claimed our nation’s schools were not
meeting the needs of our future workforce. This created the first focus on accountability
and expanded regulatory controls over districts, schools, and classrooms. The second
wave moved policy making from the district to the state level and reinforced centralized
bureaucratic control of schools. The second wave also recognized the national increase
in the numbers of three student groups: Hispanic and Asian students, students from lowincome families, and students with special needs. This started the national movement to
adopt state standards and assessment accountability systems to monitor student
achievement. The third wave expanded the emphasis to the overall well-being of all
children leading to the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) which set
standards to ensure that every student in America achieve reading and math proficiency
by 2014. Each state was required to create an accountability system that enabled the
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public to compare achievement levels and demographics of schools and districts across
the state (Hoyle, J., Bjork, L., Collier, V., & Glass, T., 2005).
One of the most recent political challenges facing superintendents is the adoption
and implementation of Common Core State Standards. In 2009 the governors of the U.S.
collectively proposed the implementation of new common core standards in math and
language arts. The new standards provide a consistency of expectations across the
nation, increased rigor, higher-level thinking, and a demand for students to demonstrate
their understanding through online assessments, which include performance tasks.
The globalization of the world’s 21st century economy has triggered a need to
educate and prepare the future workforce for jobs and careers in different ways than the
previous industrial or manufacturing approaches to education. School districts and
superintendents are under pressure to keep up with the rapidly changing world of
technology. However, most superintendents today are baby boomers whose average age
is 54, and who attended K-12 education during the 1960s to 1970s (American
Association of School Administrators AASA, 2010). Realistically they may not be
adequately prepared or experienced in the technological infrastructure demands of
creating connected classrooms, the budgetary demands of providing adequate electronic
devices for students and staff, and the need to provide professional development for
teachers who must transform the way they plan and deliver instruction and assess student
learning.
In addition, at a time when skillful, experienced leaders are needed to guide
school districts through transformational changes in the rapidly changing world of
education, there has been an increasing shortage of qualified, experienced and willing
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superintendents to serve in this role. This shortage concerns national associations of
educational leaders (AASA, 2010). Those coming into these positions today may have
the innate skills to succeed, but they are lacking the years of experience that previously
prepared leaders to step into the job (Bangert, 2012). While leadership skills may come
naturally for some, most educators need some form of practice, coaching, or mentoring to
develop as leaders. Yet these opportunities for leaders are often too scarce or are too
narrow in focus to cultivate a lasting or effective improvement of leadership skills (Patti
et al., 2012). Even seasoned, experienced superintendents benefit from confidential, oneon-one professional support in the form of coaching to help them navigate through
change efforts, achieve district goals, and manage the political challenges often
encountered in their position (Reiss, 2015).
A review of the literature about coaching and mentoring as forms of professional
development and support shows positive results for teachers, principals, superintendents,
and CEOs in the private sector (Bloom, Castanga & Warren, 2003; Heston, 2013;
Alsbury & Hackmann, 2006; Pardini, 2003; Spears, 2012; Reiss, 2015; Strike and
Nickelsen, 2011; Patti, Holzer, Stern & Bracket, 2012; Felicello, 2014; Cooper &
Connelly, 2011; Gray, Fry, O’Neill & Good, 2012). Definitions of mentoring and
coaching are varied and often confused or blurred in the literature and in the field. There
are also blended coaching programs that combine the use of mentoring and coaching
strategies (Bloom, et al, 2005). According to Wyatt (2010) coaching is defined as “A
structured, confidential process in which a superintendent works one-on-one with a coach
to achieve professional goals.” Reiss (2015, p.8) adds:
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Coaching is about aligning one’s inner values, gifts, passions, personal mission,
and strengths with the coachee’s outer world. It’s about making desired change to
achieve an external or internal goal. Coaching is a process; a powerful,
confidential relationship; a strategy; and dozens of skills and techniques to
support an individual or an organization through a change process.
The Association of California School Administrators (ACSA) defines mentoring
as a source of advice and information regarding district matters (ACSA, 2015).
Mentoring provides confidential and expert support for wide-ranging, problematic, and
personal issues. Bangert (2012) explains that mentoring is considered an experience with
a well-matched, respected professional. Mentors are formally trained and guide the
professional development of a colleague new to the profession or position. They use a
variety of strategies including listening, coaching techniques, and other tools to build
competence and confidence. Effective mentoring programs provide professional
feedback and help clarify the role of the leader, lessen the sense of isolation and aid in the
socialization into the culture of the organization (Daresh, 2003).
Though coaching and mentoring are recognized as positive supports for leaders,
only 20% of superintendents across the U.S. were receiving coaching or mentoring
according to the 2010 AASA Decennial Study (AASA, 2010). Further research of this
data by Wyatt (2010) found that only 6% of superintendents were receiving coaching
versus mentoring or blended support (Wyatt, 2010).
The present study focused on the coaching of superintendents and provides
insight into how coaching is supporting California school superintendents in meeting the
demands of their role through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the
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Superintendency. Through a qualitative, ethnographic approach, superintendents shared
their experiences of being coached by a certified coach through personal interviews. The
findings provided information about the influence of coaching on leadership skill
development and how coaching supports superintendents in meeting the AASA
Professional Standards for the Superintendency.
Background
The Selection and Role of Superintendent
Superintendents are uniquely employed in school districts. Unlike teachers,
classified employees, and most principals, they are not part of a collective bargaining
unit. They are interviewed, appointed, and evaluated by an elected body of school board
members, paralleling the role of a city manager (Grissom and Andersen, 2015). School
boards seek individuals who demonstrate the ability to fulfill five important roles in the
job description of the superintendent. The most important role is communicator,
followed by manager, instructional leader, statesman/democratic leader, and finally,
applied social scientist (Kowalski, 2005). Bangert (2012) extends these five roles to
include educational visionary, assessment expert, disciplinarian, community builder,
public relations and communications expert, budget analyst, facility manager, and special
programs administrators. They must also oversee all legal, contractual, and policy
mandates. The communication skills he describes include the negotiations of the needs
of students, parents, teachers, district office officials, unions, and state and federal
agencies. He also states that this role is more complicated in the 21st century
technological world.
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When selecting a superintendent, Kowalski et al. (2010) described the top three
reasons school boards cited for choosing their superintendent. They included (a) personal
characteristics, (b) potential to be a change agent, and (c) instructional leadership. They
also noted that men are often selected for their personal characteristics, while women are
selected for their instructional leadership experience.
School boards hire superintendents in a variety of ways. Some districts hire from
within the organization through an interview process or appointment. However, more
often school boards today hire superintendents by undergoing a costly search process led
by an outside consultant or search firm (Grissom, 2015). The cost of replacing a
superintendent can be substantial. In a recent news report from Tampa Bay, Florida TV
News 10, Kamm (2015) asked a school board about the cost of replacing their outgoing
superintendent. They hired a search consultant which cost between $25,000 - $40,000.
The outgoing superintendent elected to use vacation and sick days causing an interim to
be hired at a cost of $100,000 for the remainder of the superintendent’s contract. In this
case, there was no litigation or other considerations that required an outlay of funds, but
the total cost of transitioning a new person into the job cost the board approximately
$300,000 (Kamm, 2015).
Shortage of Qualified Leaders
In 2012, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projected the number of educational
administrators needed to fill job openings in elementary and secondary schools nationally
would increase from approximately 230,000 to 250,000 by 2018; an increase of about
20,000 administrators (BLS.org, 2015). Just as there is a shortage of K-12 school
administrators, there is also a shortage of superintendents.
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Several reasons account for the shortage of superintendents including increasing
demand, high turnover rate, a shrinking pool of applicants, and a high average age of
current superintendents. The national AASA Decennial study in 2010 reported that 51%
of superintendents said they planned to be in their current position only until 2015.
Almost 40% of superintendents were planning to retire or leave their position within five
years. This suggests a high level of turnover of superintendents during this critical era of
school reform. The aging population of baby boomers (those born between 1946 and
1964) is at retirement age, creating a shortage of school leaders and teachers throughout
the education system.
In California, there is an increasing demand for school leaders and teachers due to
steady projected student enrollment growth for K-12 education as predicted by the
California Department of Finance (DOF). Over the next 10 years, California is expected
to experience a mild increase in student enrollment if the fertility and migration trends
hold, thus requiring additional facilities, teachers, and administrators (DOF, 2015). The
recent economic recovery has contributed to the shortage of school leaders and teachers
as special programs are being refunded, class sizes are again being reduced, and middle
management positions such as assistant principals and district entry-level positions are
reinstated.
There is a reluctance of district-level leaders to step up to the superintendent
position due to the perceived challenges of the job: career risks, job insecurity, isolation,
stress, lack of support, and the political nature of the position (Bangert, 2012). The
average tenure of a superintendent is 2.6 years in urban districts, while those in suburban
or small districts average six years. While many retire from this position, many resign
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due to board actions, pressure to leave the position, or the desire to leave the role.
Approximately 60% of all superintendent turn over is involuntary with friction between a
superintendent and the school community or school board often the reason (Grissolm &
Andersen, 2012). Antonucci (2012, p.28) cited Cuban (1985) who contends:
Conflict has become the DNA of the superintendency. The challenges of the
position may be a contributing factor to the great number of professionals leaving
the field, and at a rate of turnover that some describe as historically high, leaving
some to ask the question of whether the superintendency is evolving into a
temporary position.
One of the key elements for running a successful district is stability. Dan Domenech of
AASA states, “If there is a revolving door, it is counter productive, and there is never a
chance to establish reforms or create programs that make a difference. Even a three year
period of time is inadequate” (AASA, 2010). A school district is only as stable and
grounded as the superintendent (Pascopella, 2011).
Traditionally superintendents start their careers as teachers in the classroom,
move to the position of principal, then to various district level positions before taking on
the superintendent role (AASA, 2010). The recent economic recession resulted in several
years of teacher and administrator layoffs, particularly in California (CTA, 2015). As a
result, there is a shortage of teachers, principals and other leaders ready to advance to
superintendent positions. New administrators may have the innate skills, but they many
lack the experience to step into the job without support. In the past, a teacher moved into
an assistant principal position for an average of five years. However, today, the average
tenure of an assistant principal is six months due to the shortage of principals (Bangert,
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2012; Felicello, 2014). This shortage suggests that the same dynamic is occurring at the
higher levels of school administration, including assistant superintendents and
superintendents.
Demographics
The demographics of superintendents are changing slowly even though the
population of the U.S. is increasingly diverse and have been changing more rapidly. By
2045, there will no longer be a racial or ethnic group that is in the majority in the U.S.
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). White men have historically held the superintendent
position, and in greater proportions since WW II (Blount, 1998). In the AASA Decennial
Study 2010, 76% of superintendents were male, aged 56-60, while women and minorities
were obtaining these positions in greater numbers (AASA, 2010).
While there is a measureable change in the ethnic composition of superintendents,
it is far from reflecting the composition of educators and students in public education.
Female teachers comprise 72% of all teachers, and the U.S. is projected to have a
majority minority student population by 2050 (AASA, 2010). California already reached
a 51% minority majority in 2015 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). In 40 of the 50 U.S. states,
low-income students comprised no less than 40% of all public school children. In 21
states, children eligible for free or reduced lunch were the majority of students by 2013
(Southern Education Foundation, 2015). Leading equity initiatives in response to ethnic
diversity and poverty is one of the most challenging imperatives of the superintendency.
Steven Suitts wrote, “No longer can we consider the problems and needs of low income
students simply a matter of fairness…their success or failure in the public schools will
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determine the entire body of human capital and educational potential that the nation will
possess in the future” (SEF, 2015).
Support for Superintendents
There are inconsistent certification and licensure requirements for superintendents
across the U.S. By the 1980s, 82% of states required superintendent applicants to
complete graduate studies and obtain a state certification. While 41 states still require
preparation and licensing, 54% of those states issue waivers or emergency certificates to
individuals who do not meet the standards. In addition 15 of the 41 states allow
alternative routes to licensure. The trend is to rescind requirements for this key position
due to a shortage of candidates (Bjork & Kowalski, 2005). In addition, there is a growing
consensus that traditional pre-service programs have not adequately prepared candidates
for their new roles (Bloom, Castagna, & Warren, 2003).
Most superintendents are not required to participate in a certification program,
structured support, or professional development. Superintendents surveyed by ASSA’s
2010 Decennial Survey shared that they often rely on national and state
professional organizations and peers for guidance and support. Of superintendents
nationwide, 61% asked for and received assistance from a neighboring superintendent;
39% received support through state associations; 12% from outside coaches or mentoring
consultant; and 7% from national associations:
“The position of CEO superintendent is more than a vocation, it is a calling”
according to Hoyle, et al (p. 221, 2005). The authors continue by describing the
superintendency as a position that challenges the intellect and offers opportunities to
make meaning differences in many lives. To be successful in this role, candidates must
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be selected on the basis on their intellect, energy, courage, and integrity. They should be
prepared in programs that are scholarly, driven by standards, and field-based, mentored
by professionals with a real passion for education.
Value of Coaching
Coaching can provide individualized, job-embedded, and confidential
professional development and support for all school leaders, including superintendents.
The corporate world has recognized the value of executive or leadership coaching since
the 1980s. Coaching is now common among corporate CEOs and upper and middle
management in the business world. A report by Metrix Global reported a 529% return on
investment for executive coaching in Fortune 500 companies. It increased to a 788%
return when including benefits such as employee retention and an improved culture
(Andersen, 2006). The Manchester Foundation, a corporate training company, in
quantifying the effects of executive coaching found coaching results in an average return
on investment of six times the cost of the coaching (Manchester, 2003). Pardini (2003)
found there are about 25,000 executive coaches supporting corporate leaders, and that
coaching is now considered one of the most widely used of all executive development
techniques. Executive coach Dr. Seva Feld states that coaching is on the increase
because it works. She says most gains in the private sector from coaching are in the form
of greater productivity, greater job satisfaction, higher retention rates, and more skilled
leadership (Feld, 2015).
Despite the expansive use of executive coaching and formal mentoring efforts in
corporate America, few school district superintendents have participated in executive
coaching, formal mentoring, or informal mentoring (Wyatt, 2010). According to Pardini

12

(2003), school administrators, unlike their peers in the corporate world, do not receive as
much leadership development, yet they have twice the work and responsibility. She
connects this lack of support to one of the reasons many schools fail and their leaders
burn out. She says advocates of coaching claim that this kind of support carries no
stigma and superintendents should take advantage of the opportunity when offered. She
considers it an act of intelligence to say “I want to make a commitment to think through
my problems with skilled professionals” (Pardini, 2003, p.7).
While Fortune 500 companies may spend up to $100,00 for an executive coaching
program that may have a return on investment of 500-700%, leadership coaching for
superintendents does not have to cost very much or take much time. A typical coaching
program for superintendents may include one hour a week with the coach for 6 to 18
months, in addition to homework assignments between sessions (Pardini, 2015). The
cost of coaching can be free to districts when funded by grants or professional
organizations such as AASA or state associations, and may cost up to $10, 000 per year if
provided by companies such as the Brande Foundation, who provide coaching to nonprofit leaders and superintendents. This cost of the Brande program includes 6 hours of
coaching a month over the phone, and a 2-day meeting with the coach at the beginning to
establish the long-range vision. Some programs pay coaches a stipend of $1500 per year,
which is often returned to the program by the coach (Pardini, 2015).
Research on school improvement efforts point to the importance of sustained
professional development versus a fragmented approach. In the private sector, according
to Rob Lebow in Washington CEO Magazine, nearly $48 billion was spent on training
and change programs in 1988, yet only 12 -15% were considered money well spent
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(Oakley & Krug, 1994). A growing body of research suggests that contextualized, jobembedded, results-driven, professional development can be an effective way to develop
capacity for all levels of school leaders including superintendents. Combining coaching
with mentoring develops competency by building individuals (Bangert, 2012; Felicello,
2014; Heston, 2012). Providing coaching or mentoring has personal benefits as well. An
employee who is supported will be less likely to take sick days, be less worried, stressed,
or anxious. Increased retention creates continuity within a staff and is cost effective for
school districts. The cost incurred with the replacement of staff can be great, as it covers
ads, time for screening and interviewing, training, mentoring, and professional
development (Strike & Nickelson, 2011).
Superintendents are often viewed as CEOs of a school district, yet unlike their
private sector peers they are not receiving the kind of coaching support benefitting other
executives leading large organizations of professionals. There is evidence to support the
fact that the superintendency appears to be the last level of educators to adopt formal
coaching and mentoring programs. In the 1990s teacher mentoring and coaching
programs yielded better instructors who stayed longer. The success of teacher coaching
led to principal coaching and mentoring, which produced principals with measurably
higher skills and longer retention rates (Bangert, 2012; Pardini, 2003; Strike &
Nickelson, 2011). Coaching programs are finally trickling up to the superintendent level.
Statement of the Research Problem
Throughout the U.S. there is a crisis in the superintendency due to retirements,
high turnover rates, and a reluctance of district level leaders to step into these risky,
challenging and demanding positions (Bloom, Castagna, & Warren, 2003; Copeland &
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Calhoun, 2014; Fellicello, 2014; Reiss, 2003; Beem, 2015; Bangert, 2012). California
recently experienced very high superintendent turnover rates with 71% of superintendents
in the largest districts and 45% of those in the smallest districts leaving their positions
2006 – 2009 according to a 2012 survey reported in EdSource (Hackett, 2015). The role
of the superintendent is complex, demanding, and volatile. However, more than ever
before, public school districts need to retain and develop superintendents to lead districts
during one of the most challenging school reform eras in generations. Adding to the
challenge, leaders are being asked to move into these positions with less experience and
training than candidates had in the past.
There is a growing movement among school boards and leaders to take direction
from corporate America and embrace executive or leadership coaching as an important
part of their management support and development. However, although coaching is
available to superintendents, it is not widely utilized. There are unresolved questions in
the research as to the impact of coaching on superintendents and why school boards are
not making coaching available or a requirement for their superintendents based on the
research from corporate America, which shows a large return on the investment in
coaching their middle managers and executives (Pardini, 2003). The question this study
attempted to answer how coaching supports California superintendents in meeting the
demands of this challenging position.
Professional coaching offers individualized professional development that is jobembedded and sustainable, compared to other forms of professional development, such as
conferences and workshops (Heston, 2013). The value of coaching includes higher
retention, greater productivity, less isolation, higher morale and increased self-
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confidence, lower legal problems, and a greater effectiveness in delivering the mission of
the school district (Alsbury & Hackman, 2006; Felicello, 2014; Copeland & Calhoun,
2014; Miller, 2008; Patti et al, 2008).
Coaching programs for superintendents have been evolving since the 1980s
(Cooper & Conley, 2011). Programs range from informal mentoring to structured
cognitive coaching with certified coaches. Several distinct groups provide programs:
state sponsored, professional organizations, foundations (such as the Wallace, Broad, and
Gates Foundations), and corporate-sponsored programs by companies like IBM and Bell
South, and private organizations. However, with research supporting the positive effects
of coaching many professional fields, more needs to be discovered about how coaching is
supporting California public school superintendents.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine,
understand, and describe how coaching impacted superintendents’ ability to lead in their
role as viewed through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency.
Research Questions
This qualitative study sought to answer the following overarching research
question: What were the experiences of superintendents who received leadership or
executive coaching with a certified coach through the lens of the eight AASA
Professional Standards for the Superintendency? The following questions were answered
in this study:
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Central Research Question
What were the lived experiences of superintendents who were coached by
certified coaches through the lens of the eight AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency?
Sub-questions
1. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to shape the district
culture by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared by the school community?
2. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to understand,
respond to, and influence the larger political, social, economic, legal, and
cultural context by working with the board of trustees to define mutual
expectations, policies, and standards?
3. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to collaborate with
the families and community members, respond to diverse community interest
and needs, and mobilize community resources?
4. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to provide
leadership and management of the organization, operations, and resources for
a safe, efficient and effective learning environment?
5. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to facilitate the
design and implementation of curricula and strategic plans that enhance
teaching and learning; alignment of curriculum, curriculum resources, and
assessment; and the use of various forms of assessment to measure student
performance?

17

6. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to advocate,
nurture, and sustain a district culture and instructional program conducive to
student learning and staff professional growth?
7. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to implement a
staff evaluation and development system to improve the performance of all
staff members, select appropriate models for supervision and staff
development, and apply legal requirements for personnel management?
8. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to act with
integrity, with fairness, and in an ethical manner?
Significance of the Problem
The significance of this study was to document the experiences of superintendents
who participated in structured coaching programs, and to determine how coaching
enabled superintendents to meet the requirements of the AASA Professional Standards
for the Superintendency. The study was designed to inform the impact of coaching on
the ability of superintendents to successfully perform their role. It underscores the need
for specialized superintendent professional development, and the value coaching has in
supporting new and experienced superintendents.
There has been a growing consensus that traditional pre-service administrative
programs have not adequately prepared candidates for their administrative roles (Alsbury
& Hackmann, 2006; Bangert; 2012, Kowalski, 2005). National principal organizations
and new legislation call for induction programs that include mentoring and coaching to
support new principals. It is also clear that principals need ongoing support and
professional development, and a coach can be a key component (Bloom et al., 2003). As
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a first step in improving administrator preparation, California’s university programs in
2003 were required to align the second level of credentialing for administrators (the Tier
II Clear Credential fieldwork and coursework) to the newly adopted California
Professional Standards for Education Leaders (CPSEL). Beginning in 2015, the Tier II
programs were required to include a coaching component, provided by certified coaches,
to support new leaders in their positions during the two-year induction program
(ctc.ca.gov, 2015). Linda Darling-Hammond (2005; 2007) stated that the superintendent
position is the most complex role in K-12 education and could benefit from professional
coaching. Furthermore, research suggests that because of the complexity of the demands,
support through coaching may be one way to help superintendents meet these demands
(Daresh, 2004; Felicello, 2014; Miller 2008).
Unlike teachers and principals, many superintendents are not held accountable for
state certification or professional development, yet there is an abundance of research
demonstrating that superintendents are not prepared for the role and need support once on
the job due to the nature of the position (Alsbury & Hackmann, 2006). There is a high
turnover rate, particularly in large urban districts, and the cost of replacing
superintendents can exceed $200,000 due to the search and buyout process. This does
not account for the non-monetary costs of poor leadership, or the impact superintendent
turnover may have on the instructional goals and student achievement in a district. The
cost of providing a coach to a superintendent is likely less than the cost of replacing a
superintendent in most cases. This study provides the rationale for school boards and
professional associations to recognize the value of coaching and possibly encourage
coaching as a condition of serving in the role. Based on their work of retaining and
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improving leaders in education, Cooper & Conley (2011) recommend that new
superintendents receive mentoring opportunities from successful colleagues. Just as
principals benefit from mentoring, superintendents would also benefit from the formal
support, development, and guidance from an experienced and successful leader. Though
mentoring provides valuable support, Wyatt (2010) recommends that leadership or
executive coaching be made available to all superintendents, regardless of age or
experience, because her research implies coaching has longitudinal effects on student
achievement.
The present study will inform the AASA and agencies using AASA Professional
Standards for the Superintendency in the professional development and certification
programs as to how coaching supports superintendents in meeting these standards. Not
only are the Standards being used for professional development, many school districts are
using these Standards to develop evaluation tools for superintendents. The data from this
study will also encourage California school districts to build a culture of using leadership
coaching for all leaders, not just as an intervention for failing leaders, and to continue
providing on-going coaching support for principals even after they have cleared their
administrative credential and there is no longer a requirement of coaching. If the present
study did revealed that coaching was not having a positive impact on superintendents in
some areas, the data would help the designers of coaching programs modify their
approach.
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Definitions
The terms below are relevant to this study. Definitions are based on blending
information from numerous research studies, texts, and articles about leadership coaching
in the private sector and in the field of education.
Association of California School Administrators (ACSA). The ACSA was
established in 1971 and is the primary organization to support the broad spectrum of
management and leadership administrators in California. ACSA led the cooperative
effort to adopt the California Professional Standards for Education Leaders (CPSEL) and
provides formal and informal mentoring and coaching for school administrators
throughout California.
American Association of School Administrators (AASA). The AASA was
founded in 1866 and has become the primary organization to support superintendents in
the U.S. and serves as the national voice for public administration and district leadership
in Washington D.C. AASA produces a Decennial Study that provides data about the over
14,000 school superintendents in the U.S. AASA in conjunction with the National
School Boards Association (NSBA) developed the Standards for Superintendents used in
this study. AASA provides coaching and mentoring services to its members and often
partners with ACSA to provide local professional development for California leaders.
Blended Coaching Model. A administrative coaching approach adopted by
ACSA and the New Teacher Center, University of California, Santa Cruz, to use in the
training of certified leadership coaches and the professional development of new
administrators obtaining their clear administrative credential in California. Blended
Coaching (2005) describes a system where the coach applies a variety of coaching
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strategies as appropriate to the context and needs of the coachee. Blended coaching
combines both mentoring and coaching strategies including facilitative, instructional,
collaborative, consultative, and transformational (Bloom et al, 2005).
Coach. For the purpose of this study, a coach is a person who partners with
clients in a thought provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize their
personal professional potential (Bloom, et al, 2003; Heston, 2013; Reiss, 2015). A coach
has been trained and certified through a recognized program (Ennis, 2012; Gorham,
2008; Hargrove, 2008; ICF, 2015).
Coachee. For the purpose of this study, a coachee is a superintendent who is a
willing participant in a coaching program. Coachees are open to learning about
themselves and their profession and are willing to take the promised action steps, speak
their personal truth, reflect on their actions or lack of action, and engage in a
collaborative process (Reiss, 2003).
Coaching (Including Executive and Leadership Coaching). For the purpose of
this study, coaching is an individualized, structured, confidential process of providing
deliberate support to another individual to help him/her clarify or to achieve goals. It is
not training, therapy, or mentoring. Coaching does deal with difficult personal issues
such as communication style or stress management (Bloom et al, 2005; Wyatt, 2010;
Ennis, 2012; Hargrove, 2008; Gorham, 2008; Patti, et al, 2012).
AASA Leadership Standards. There are various leadership standards that guide
and evaluate the work of administrators and superintendents across the nation. The
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) in conjunction with the National Policy
Board created the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) for
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Educational Administration (NPBEA). The consortium created the original ISLLC
Leadership Standards in 1996 and those standards were revised in 2008. These standards
inspired other states to develop leadership standards including the California Professional
Standards for Educational Leaders (CPSEL) and the AASA Professional Standards for
the Superintendency. The AASA Standards for Superintendents will be used in this study
(Hoyle et al, 2005; Bloom et al, 2005; ctc.ca.gov., 2014).
Mentoring. For the purpose of this study, mentoring is defined as a type of
support for new or novice school administrators and leaders or managers in the private
sector. In school leadership the mentor is usually an experienced or retired administrator
who provides professional feedback, advice, role clarification, and socialization into the
profession, while lessening the sense of isolation novices usually experience when
assuming their administrative position (Daresh, 2001).
Delimitations
This study focused on the experiences of superintendents of California K-12
public school districts. The superintendents participating in the study experienced
coaching for one or more years in a structured coaching program with a trained coach.
The participants were willing to be interviewed in person or by phone if an in person
meeting was not possible. The participants represented a sampling of the diverse district
sizes and demographics in California.
Organization of the Study
The remainder of the study is organized into four additional chapters plus a
bibliography and appendices. Chapter Two includes a review of the literature relating to
the history, role, and challenges of the superintendency. This chapter also reviews the
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ways superintendents prepare for the role of superintendent and the key components of
structured coaching programs. Chapter Three describes the research design and
methodology used for the study. It defines the criteria for the sample to be interviewed
and describes the method for selecting participants. The instrument for the study is a
face-to-face or phone interview with each participant. Chapter Three also describes the
development of the interview questions and protocol and the demographic questionnaire
used to gather personal and district data. Chapter Four is an analysis of the data from the
interviews and a discussion of the findings. Chapter Five includes the summary of
findings and conclusions, the topics for further study, and recommendations of
suggestions to improve and implement coaching programs for superintendents.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
The job of public school superintendent has evolved into a complex, highly
political position requiring a myriad of skills and competencies. Currently, school boards
are struggling to appoint and retain these school district leaders due to high turnover rates
and a shortage of willing, qualified and experienced candidates. Once on the job,
superintendents are expected to oversee multimillion dollar budgets; be instruction
leaders with expertise in curriculum and instruction; manage challenging human
resources and personnel issues, including negotiating with unions; have political acumen;
and insure all students are learning at high levels, including students in special
populations with unique challenges. In addition, superintendents are spending significant
time with agencies outside of the school district to coordinate resources, agencies and
facility challenges. Many are responsible for leading tax and bond initiatives in their
communities to secure funding for facilities and supplemental programs due to the
constant decline of funds for public education over the past 40 years. Finally, with the
public perception that schools are failing and the increasing momentum of charters,
school choice, and privatization movements, the role of superintendent is daunting and
fewer people are willing and prepared to take on this challenging position.
In this era of continual school reform, public school superintendents are charged
with leading and implementing transformational change, largely in response to federal
and state mandates. At the same time, superintendents must respond to the unique needs
of their local communities. Often, these two responsibilities are not compatible.
Appointed by elected citizen school boards of five to nine members, superintendents are
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challenged with taking direction from or “serving at the pleasure of the board,” which
may be composed of mostly citizens without education backgrounds other than their own
experiences as a student or parent in the public school system. At the same time,
superintendents must lead and manage a larger group of professional educators and
respond to the needs of the community that may or may not be represented by the
members of the school board. Superintendents are uniquely employed compared to
others in the field of education without the employment protections of a union or the
expectation of a long tenure. However, most superintendents leave their positions
prematurely because of conflict with the school board, the teachers, or the community,
often due to poor communication and damaged relationships (Antonucci, 2012; Grissolm,
2012). Conflict has become an inherent part of the superintendent position. It may be a
contributing factor to the number of people leaving the field. Very few are let go early
due to their inability to manage the district (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Bangert, 2012;
Hackett, 2015; Reiss, 2003).
One strategy to specifically support superintendents with their skills to
communicate, strategically plan, and maintain positive relationships with stakeholders
would be to provide them with an executive or leadership coach. Superintendents benefit
from confidential, job-embedded, individualized support, and coaching is a form of
professional development successfully used by superintendents and other executives in
the private sector since the 1980s (Alsbury & Hackmann, 2006; Ennis et al., 2012; Bloom
et al., 2005; Kimsey-House et al., 2011; Hargrove, 2008; Pardini, 2003; Manchester,
2003; Wyatt, 2010; Hoyle et al., 2005).
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Instructional coaching has developed as a powerful teacher development tool to
improve teacher performance in the classroom. Based on the success of instructional
coaching, leadership coaching for principals emerged to improve job retention and their
leadership skills (Bloom et al., 2003; Strike & Nickelson, 2011; Felicello, 2014). Most
superintendents ascend from the ranks of teachers, school, and district administrators
(AASA, 2015). As teachers and administrators, they needed and received continual
professional development to support them in their positions. In addition they often relied
on peers and supervisors for support and mentoring.
Superintendents also need this kind of support, but they do not have supervisors
for mentorship or a confidential peer group to rely on for on-the-job support.
Surprisingly, very few superintendents reported receiving coaching as a form of
professional development (AASA, 2010). There are limited academic studies found in
the literature describing the impact of coaching on superintendents (Alsbury &
Hackmann, 2006; Vansickel-Petersen, 2010). Given the unique challenges facing
superintendents in California, one of the largest, most complex, diverse, and challenging
public school systems in the U.S. this study will describe how coaching, through the lens
of the AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency, is supporting California
superintendents in meeting the demands of their position.
The following review of the literature examines the complexities and challenges
of the public school superintendency, along with leadership coaching as a form of support
and professional development for superintendents. The review is organized in two parts.
The first part describes the superintendency, including the history and role of the
superintendent in the U.S. public school system, describing the challenges, changing
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demands, skills and competencies necessary to lead public school systems today. The
first part concludes with a description of the superintendent standards that will guide this
qualitative study. The second part describes the kinds of professional development and
support superintendents receive once on the job, then focuses on coaching as a specific
type of support. This section reviews background information about coaching and
defines leadership coaching for superintendents. This part also describes the components
of leadership coaching, current coaching programs, and the value of coaching, in addition
to the cautions of poor coaching programs.
The Superintendency
History of the Superintendent
The first school boards to operate public schools were created in 1779 in Virginia.
Thomas Jefferson authored a bill that directed counties to elect three aldermen to have
general charge of the schools. They selected an overseer for every 10 schools. Those
overseers hired and supervised teachers. The superintendency was developed by local
constituency, not by mandates. The title of superintendent did not emerge in the U.S.
until the 1830s when school boards perceived a need to have a member of the board, the
school board clerk, work directly with school administrators and teachers to manage
newly forming school districts (Education Encyclopedia, 2015). In 1865 the National
Education Association (NEA) created a superintendent’s division, which later became the
American Association of School Administrators (AASA). By the 1870s more than 30
large cities had superintendents. In the 1960s, the peak number of superintendents
reached 35,000 (currently, approximately 12,900) and the position became the most
powerful in the school district and the most visible in the school community.
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Superintendents were considered civic leaders, held their positions for several years, and
held enormous authority, more so than members of the board of education. The role of
the board was basically to support and approve the work of the superintendent (Education
Encyclopedia, 2015).
This power continued until the passage of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) in 1965, which marked a shift from local to federal control. This
occurred in the civil rights and desegregation era, when more activist parents and
community members replaced the white-collared members of school boards and the
National Education Association (NEA) shifted from a professional educational
organization to a more militant and activist union. The federal mandate to include
students with disabilities in mainstream education was based on the Individuals with
Disabilities Act (IDEA) of 1972, and the increase of students immigrating from around
the world, further increased pressure on school leaders and districts (Education
Encyclopedia, 2015).
The Evolving Role of Superintendent
Understanding the changing role of the superintendent provides this study with
insights into the expectations and challenges superintendents encounter in their role. By
1965 historian Raymond Callahan concluded that the role of a school superintendent had
emerged as a four-role concept. The first was teacher-scholar, which was dominant from
1865-1910. The intent was to have the superintendent work full time supervising
classroom instruction and assuring uniformity of curriculum. The superintendents of this
period were typically male who were considered effective teachers. During this time, no
academic degree or courses in administration existed. Superintendents functioned as the
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lead educator and were subordinate to the board but superior to principals, teachers and
students (AASA, 2010).
From 1910-1940 a second role that of business manager emerged because school
boards believed the innovations applied in industry could produce the same efficiencies
in schools. By 1924, a few courses were created at Teacher’s College, Columbia
University in the business management of education.
As a result of the Great Depression of the 1930s and the waning confidence in the
business management approach to education, the public became reluctant to accept the
power of superintendents over local citizen control. This is when the third role emerged,
superintendent as statesman. The role developed to address the concerns that classical
theories and scientific management in schools were incompatible with core democratic
values. Ernest Melby, Dean of Northwestern University, argued that the community was
public education’s greatest resource, and urged administrators to mobilize the educational
resources of communities. As a statesman, a superintendent was supposed to galvanize
support for education. However, by the end of this period, public education became more
complex and most citizens did not have the time or expertise to engage in policy making
(AASA, 2010).
After World War II, the nation was adjusting to demographic changes that
included an increase in school age children and the creation of many new school districts
in newly established suburbs. Critics urged superintendents to shift from decisions based
on political philosophy to those that embraced social sciences. This added applied social
scientist to the role of superintendent. By the 1960s, doctoral degrees were offered to
superintendents because of the need for superintendents to solve educational problems
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created by a multicultural, democratic society. They were expected to rely on
empiricism, predictability and scientific certainty to successfully operate their school
districts (AASA, 2010).
During this time, the role of superintendent as communicator was narrowly
defined as having four functions: informing, instructing, evaluating, and influencing. By
the 1980s, scholars began to challenge this communication model saying that the topdown paradigm usually had negative effects on employee commitment, job satisfaction,
and overall organizational effectiveness (Kowalski, 2005).
Today, the role of superintendent as communicator has evolved and they are
expected to initiate and facilitate school improvement through collaboration with
employees, students, parents, and other stakeholders. The classical model of
communication has been replaced by the relational model of communication described as
open, two way and symmetrical (Kowalski, 2005). Superintendents need to inspire trust
and build relationships, especially with members of the school board. They often act as
teachers to the board, and establish guidelines for decision-making and consensus
building (Freeley & Seinfeld, 2012).
Personal Characteristics of Superintendents
Over the past 100 years, the American Association of School Administrators
(AASA) has gathered various data about superintendents in its decennial and mid-decade
studies. These studies are cited throughout this review. Information from the AASA’s
2010 Decennial Study and the 2015 Mid-Decade Update help explain the shortage of
candidates, high turnover rates, and challenges of superintendents. The studies also
gather information about the personal characteristics of superintendents. According to
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the 2015 Mid-Decade Study there remains a remarkable similarity of personal
characteristics among superintendents. The profession continues to be dominated by
married, middle-aged, white males (AASA, 2010; AASA, 2015). Since the 1990s there
have been noticeable increases in the number of female superintendents, which increased
from the lowest point of 1.2% of female superintendents in 1982, to 24.1% in 2010, and
26.9 in 2015, which is the highest ever reported, and represents a steady increase since
1990. The average female superintendent is older and has more teaching experience than
her male peers. They were twice as likely to have had more than 20 years of teaching
experience before becoming an administrator. In addition, women superintendents are
more prevalent in large urban districts (34%), according to the Coalition of Great City
Schools (CGCS).
The percentage of superintendents of color has gradually increased to 6.1%,
according to the 2006 AASA Mid-Decade Study. By the 2015 Mid-Decade Update, 5%
of male superintendents report themselves as minorities while 11% of females reported
themselves as minorities. After the 1954 Supreme Court decision that abolished separate
but equal educational facilities, almost all of the superintendents of color lost their
positions due to the merging of districts (AASA, 2010). Superintendents of color
continue to experience the additional challenges of having access to the position, and are
often employed in problem-ridden and low-performing districts.
There is a small, continued decline in the number of superintendents who are
married, which by 2010 was 91.2%. The 2015 Mid-Decade Study showed that fewer
female superintendents are married or partnered, and those married experience a
significantly higher divorce rate than their male married peers. Before 1990 the age
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range for superintendents was narrow, and the median age was between 48-50. By 2010
the range expanded at the bottom and top with 14.6% under age 46 and 18.1% over age
60.
Shortage and Turnover of Candidates
The most recent shortage of superintendents emerged about 2005 when national
and state administrative associations began expressing concerns about the shrinking
candidate pool. This concern continues today. Several reasons account for the current
shortage of superintendents, as well as teachers and other administrators.
The No Child Left Behind Act began imposing punitive sanctions on low
performing school districts between 2006 and 2009, resulting in the “churning” of
superintendents, with many moving from lower to higher performing districts (AASA,
2010; Hackett, 2015). At this time the nation’s economy was also slowing and the U.S.
was entering the Great Recession of 2007-2009. School budgets shrank across the
nation, particularly in California, which was already one of the lowest ranked states in per
pupil spending, while also being responsible for the education of 12% of students in the
U.S. Still reeling from the effects of the global financial crisis through 2012, the
education workforce in California faced unprecedented reductions, and hundreds of
teachers and administrators were laid off or reassigned. According to a 2012 survey for
EdSource, a significant rate of superintendent turnover occurred in California between
2006 and 2009. Large districts experienced a 71% turnover, while small districts
experienced a 45% turnover (Hackett, 2015).
During this time, many superintendents nationwide, who were part of the larger
baby boom population, retired, while others resigned to take positions in other, often
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times higher performing districts (AASA, 2010). It is difficult to determine if retirements
were voluntary or involuntary, because school boards and superintendents often mask the
actual reason for separation (AASA, 2010, Pascopella, 2011). In 2010, 60% of
superintendents nationwide reported they planned to leave their positions by 2015; 42%
planned to retire and 19% hoped to be a superintendent in a different district. Only 32%
of those surveyed expected to stay in their current position (AASA, 2010; Copeland &
Calhoun, 2014). In the AASA 2015 Mid-Decade Update, one-third of superintendents
reported they planned to retire within five years.
There continues to be a growing need for all administrators and teachers
nationwide as baby boomers retire in greater numbers and the student population
continues to grow. According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics (BLS), the United
States will need over 13,000 new administrators for elementary, middle school and
secondary schools by 2022, which is about a 12% increase (BLS, 2014). According to
Linda Darling-Hammond of the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing, there
is an acute teacher shortage in California due to the declining enrollment in teacher
preparation programs since 2003 (EdSource.org, 2015). The recent recession and
reduction in teaching positions dissuaded people from entering the teaching profession.
There is a shortage of site and district level administrators as well; 40% of principals
retired or left their positions in 2010, with a predicted and a continuing high turnover
rate. California is producing 2,000-3,500 newly licensed administrators each year, but
only 38% actually want the job of site administrator. Teachers report that they are
reluctant to leave the security of the classroom to take on the stressful, risky, and
challenging role of school administrator (Strike & Nicholson, 2011).
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There is a growing need for school superintendents as well. The Bureau of Labor
Statistics groups superintendents with other “top executives” in the U.S., where there is a
projected 11% growth rate from 2012 to 2022 (BLS, 2014). However, many district level
administrators are reluctant to step into the role of superintendent due to negative
perceptions of the job, including unrealistic expectations, conflict, stress, isolation, lack
of support, personal toll including family time, physical health, and job insecurity
(Antonucci, 2012; Bangert, 2012; Pascopella, 2011; AASA, 2010).
Challenges of the Position
Superintendents have faced distinct challenges since the 1960s, including leading
districts through political, cultural, and social change. Today’s superintendents are still
facing these ongoing challenges, as well as the demands of school reform initiatives that
began in the 1980s in an attempt to keep the U.S. in the position of global economic
leader. Superintendents are charged with reforming the public schools while mitigating
the increasing rate of poverty, decreased public school funding, the racial and ethnic
diversification of the American population, the infusion of technology, the privatization
movement, and local community challenges.
Funding challenges. Most superintendents (71%) identify education funding as a
challenge (AASA, 2010). School funding is a national responsibility in many other
countries. However, the U.S. Constitution places the responsibility of education funding
on the states. But, according to the Education Law Center’s national report card on
school funding, public school funding in most states is unfair and inequitable, impacting
the nation’s 49 million public school students, especially those living in poverty. The
report shows that the nation has been recovering from the Great Recession of 2007-2009,
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but states have been slow to restore the cuts to K-12 education and school funding
remains below pre-recession levels in many states (Education Law Center, 2015).
However, as states continue to grapple with their funding models, there is a compelling
national interest in the quality of public education, so the federal government, through the
legislative process, gives assistance to states and schools in order to supplement state
support. The primary source of federal K-12 support came in 1965 with the enactment of
the ESEA. The current federal contribution is about 8% of most district budgets, and has
been increasing since 1990 (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).
Scarce resources force superintendents to make unpopular decisions, such as
school closures, eliminating extracurricular and academic programs, increasing class
sizes, reducing the district workforce, including terminating teachers and administrators,
and postponing the purchase of essential materials and equipment. No matter what
decision they make, they cannot escape the conflicts that arise among special interest
groups. This is because the local school district is where individual rights collide with
society’s interests (Kowalski, 2013).
Inadequate funding of schools has created the need for many superintendents to
rely on other funding strategies. Local education foundations are not-for-profit,
community-based, tax-exempt organizations where the superintendent normally sits on
the board, and the primary function is to raise money for reform planning and
implementation of reform initiatives. Superintendents are also responsible for the direct
solicitation of goods, services and money. Donations are often tied to partnerships and
one-time projects. Another fund raising responsibility includes various enterprise
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activities such as negotiating vending machine contracts, facility use agreements, and
adverting rights (Kowalski, 2013).
Superintendents are ultimately responsible for the financial wellbeing of a school
district and need to make the most of every dollar available. Though managing the
budget requires superintendents to follow the regulations and laws concerning the fiscal
management of a school district, sometimes problems arise from the inadequate
communication about the budget to the community and staff. The superintendent needs
to know where the school board and administrators are in their understanding of the
budget development process and key issues so that all of them can communicate
effectively and instill confidence in the staff and community (Harvey et al., 2013).
School reform. A constant challenge for superintendents since the 1980s has
been responding to state and federal school reform initiatives. Kowalski (2013)
summarizes these reforms and their impact on the superintendent’s role. He reminds
readers that prior to 1960 high school graduation rates were not viewed as an important
statistic. At that time jobs were plentiful, taxpayers viewed schools as effective, and
educators during this period were responsible for separating students who did not show
academic promise, have the economic means, nor show interest in continuing their
education. Those who left joined the workforce. After 1960, factory jobs declined, and
states replaced educational elitism with egalitarianism.
By the 1980s organizations like the National Commission on Excellence in
Education charged that elementary and secondary schools had placed the nation at risk by
failing to educate students to make them competitive in the workplace. These reports
blamed schools for America’s decline as the world’s top economic power. This began
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the first wave of reform, which launched the accountability movement, including the
development of learning standards, statewide testing, and expanded regulatory controls
over districts, schools, and classrooms (Hoyle, J.; Bjork, L.; Collier, V; & Glass, T.,
2005).
In the 1990s, as the criticism increased, state governments began assuming a more
central role in education. The belief that public school employees would not make the
necessary changes induced outside groups to begin to set reform agendas. They relied on
politically coercive strategies that put pressure on students and educators to do more with
fewer resources. During this time, data showed that increased state funding per pupil and
increased teacher salaries had little effect on student performance (Kowalski, 2013).
Centralized governments began to set reform agendas and superintendents were
responsible for implementing mandates. However these mandates created a tension
between excellence and equity. Kowalski (2013) claims reform initiatives, including
mandatory state testing, charter schools, and vouchers, have worsened the conflict. This
second wave of reforms moved policy making from the district level to the state level,
and reinforced the centralized, bureaucratic control of the schools. It also recognized the
national increase in the numbers of three student groups: Hispanic and Asian students,
students from low-income families, and students with special needs. This reform era
started the national movement to adopt state standards and assessment-accountability
systems to monitor student achievement (Kowalski, 2013).
The third wave of reforms began in 2000 and expanded the emphasis to the
overall well-being of all children, which led to the reauthorization of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA), termed the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
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(NCLB), which set standards to ensure that every student in America achieved reading
and math proficiency by 2014, thus requiring each state to create an accountability
system that enabled the public to compare achievement levels and demographics of
schools and districts across the state (Hoyle, J.; Bjork, L.; Collier, V.; & Glass, T., 2005).
NCLB exposed achievement gaps among traditionally underserved students and started
an important national dialogue on educational improvement. Beginning in 2006,
superintendents and districts began experiencing the punitive sanctions of not meeting
Annual Yearly Progress benchmarks, resulting in increased stress on superintendents and
high turnover rates of superintendents in lower performing districts (Petersen & Young,
2004). However, in 2012, flexibility in meeting the requirements was offered in
exchange for states developing a comprehensive plan that would (a) close achievement
gaps, (b) increase equity,(c) improve the quality of instruction, (d) increase outcomes for
all students. By 2015, 42 states received flexibility, excluding California among other
states. The NCLB Act expired in 2014, and the ESEA was reauthorized in 2015 as the
Every Student Succeeds Act, which strives to improve access to preschool, foster
innovation, and advance equity and access without the punitive federal sanctions (U.S.
DOE, 2015).
Diversity and poverty. Equity continues to be the focus of lawmakers and
advocates today. Proponents for equity hold that public education has a responsibility to
provide all students with a reasonable opportunity for success. There is a need for more
sensitivity to diversity. Education policy needs to compensate for the negative effects of
poverty, abuse, and dysfunctional homes. Advocates for the equity perspective argue that
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America has a dual system of education: one for the poor and one for everyone else. This
will remain true as long as racism and poverty are ignored (Kowalski, 2013).
The demographics of school districts have changed drastically over the past
century. A growing number of school age children are being raised in poverty, are
increasingly diverse both ethnically and culturally, and fewer taxpayers have children in
public schools, which means the population that schools depend on for funding and
support is older, white and does not have school age children (AASA, 2010; CPE, 2015).
“Until No Child Left Behind came along, most of the discussion of school reform paid
little attention to an unpleasant secret. Schools of all kinds, urban and rural, generally did
not do a good job of serving children of color and those in poverty” (Harvey et al., 2013).
Achievement gaps between student groups will have more serious economic
implications. Historically, non-whites have been underrepresented in science, medicine
and engineering. With the white population shrinking, and the entry-level workforce
increasingly non-white, the nation could face serious shortages in many critical
professions (CPE, 2015). The U.S. Census Bureau predicts that non-white students will
make up the majority of U.S. students by 2023, they will be the majority of working-age
Americans by 2039, and the majority of all Americans by 2042. Superintendents who
responded in the 2010 National Decennial Study reported that their districts had the
following racial composition: White 59%, African American 17%, Hispanic 19%, and
Asian 4%. According to the 2014-2015 CDE report of the approximately 6 million
students in California, the population was composed of 53% Hispanic or Latino, 25%
White, 12% Asian, and 6% Black (CDE, 2015). No matter where students go to school
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today, they will be expected to be able to work in a diverse workforce in the future (CPE,
2015; NSBA, 2015; AASA, 2010).
Students in poverty are now a majority of the school children attending the
nation’s public schools, according to the Southern Education Foundation (SEF) and the
National Center for Education Statistics. In 40 of the 50 states, low-income students
comprised no less than 40% of all public school children. In 21 states, children eligible
for free or reduced lunch were a majority of students. SEF president Steve Suitts warns
“No longer can we consider the problems and needs of low income students a matter of
fairness. Their success or failure in the public schools will determine the entire body of
human capital and educational potential that the nation will posses in the future” (SEF,
2015). James Harvey quotes President Lincoln: “This nation cannot endure half slave
and half free.” Harvey went on to add, “It is equally true that the nation cannot endure
half wealthy and half poor with the differences defined more by race, privilege, and class
than by ability, merit, or effort.” (Harvey et al., 2013, p.147). Superintendents must be
willing and able to hold the difficult conversations about the real issues of race and
poverty, and be careful not to sabotage the conversations with poor preparation or by
using careless and insensitive language. Middle class parents are often the biggest
challenge in these conversations. “They want their children’s schools unchanged. It
matters a lot to them that their schools have lots of languages and lots of science options;
they also know that major investments in schools serving the disadvantaged would
threaten what they now enjoy” (Harvey et al., 2013, p.169).
21st century education. Today’s kindergartners will be retiring in the year 2077,
yet it is difficult to predict what their educational needs will be in five years, let alone
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what skills they will need in their work life. However, superintendents and the public
schools are charged with preparing students for life and work in that world. Students are
facing many emerging issues including climate change, famine, poverty, health issues, a
global population explosion, and other environmental and social issues. This future
creates a need for students to communicate, function and create change personally,
socially, economically, and politically on local, national and global levels
(21stcenturyschoools, 2015). School leaders must be able to create learning
environments and systems where students can develop the 21st century skills needed to be
successful, including: (a) critical thinking and problem-solving, (b) collaboration across
networks and leading by influence, (c) agility and adaptability, (d) initiative and
entrepreneurialism, (e) effective oral and written communication, (f) accessing and
analyzing information, and (g) curiosity and imagination (21st century schools, 2015). In
Disrupting Class (2010) Christensen shifted from being a charter school proponent to
predicting that technology was the answer to transforming the public school system in the
21st century. He predicted that half of all k-12 classes would be taught online by 2019,
and that this transition to technology-based learning was inevitable. To lead
transformational changes in public school education, superintendents must:
…leverage unique technological capabilities to alter, rather than duplicate, the
typical classroom experience. Managing this transition, from classroom
configuration to professional development, to actual investment in hardware and
software, will require superintendents to develop a new skill set to employ in
parallel with the skills already essential to leadership success” (Harvey et al.,
2013, p. 19).
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Superintendents must also be able to navigate significant technological
transformations. They must manage issues such as budgets, professional development
and instructional leadership, and personal and organizational risk-taking. Some
superintendents are reluctant to innovate at the district level due to the perceived risks
and burdens, and they may view adopting the use of new technology as extra work when
they do not have to do so. Superintendents should model the technology usage they are
advocating to other administrators and teachers. School leaders must also be willing to
shift their thinking and their behaviors through a commitment to their own ongoing
professional development in order to grow and learn in an ever-changing educational
environment (McLeod et al., 2015).
Privatization movement. Public school districts, school boards and
superintendents have been faced with the increasing challenges of the privatization
movement, which includes private charter schools and private school vouchers. In 2009,
the effects of the Great Recession were compounded by the 111th Congress approving
new school choice legislation that allowed 44 states to enact policies allowing state funds
to be used for private school vouchers and charter schools (Harvey et al., 2013). By
2011, the U.S. saw its greatest movement toward privatization including school choice
initiatives, vouchers and charters. Harvey et al. write:
Governors and state legislatures accomplished something truly remarkable in
2011. Faced with the greatest state budget shortfalls in history, they arranged for
the greatest transfer of public assets to private schools ever contemplated. It may
be serendipitous but only in the sense that novelist Emma Bull defined a
coincidence as ‘The word we use when we can’t see the lever and pulleys.’
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While charter and voucher programs express their commitment to the needs of
low-income children, Harvey et al. (2013) argue they are serving the needs of the
business world, deregulation, markets, and contempt for public service. “Research on the
effectiveness of vouchers and charters as educational strategies is disappointing,
ambiguous, and unpersuasive at best…the impetus behind privatization is based on
ideology not evidence” (Harvey et al., 2013, p. 72).
In a financial case study report distributed in 2012, American Revolution 2.0:
How Education Innovation is Going to Revitalize America and Transform the U.S.
Economy, the GSV advisors, an investment brokerage firm, suggest to their investors in
their prospectus, a potential return on investment of 12% on money invested in the
charter school movement. The report summarizes income, job, education technology,
company data, and higher education data arguing that public education is failing. The
report presents an investment company’s view about why citizens should invest their
money in the global privatization of education:
We see two scenarios that could unfold. The bright, optimistic case is that we
rapidly embrace the transformation of our educational system, driven by
technology, accountability, the “new ROE” – Return on Education, and
“KNAAC” – Knowledge As A Currency. While not inevitable, we see emerging
and converging forces indicating that such an outcome is realistic. The more
pessimistic case is far more dramatic, but certainly possible – the end result being
a fundamental deconstruction of our 236 years of participatory democracy. We
need a revolution, not an evolution in education. Simply stated, we do not have
time to let incremental progress be our goal (p. 18-19).
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The NCLB Act of 2002 expired in 2014, and the newly reauthorized ESEA,
known as Every Student Succeeds Act, continues to support some form of federal and
state support for charter schools, private school vouchers, parental choice, high-stakes
testing and more decentralization which continue to create questions about the future of
public education and those who staff it and lead it. The National School Board
Association (NSBA) successfully opposed the use of federal funds for private school
vouchers and private charter schools. They urged congress to reject using any federal
funds for these programs in the reauthorization of the ESEA. They contend that vouchers
and private charter schools drain critical dollars from public schools, eliminate public
accountability, do not raise student achievement, do not improve education for special
education students, leave behind many students, including those with the greatest needs,
waste taxpayers’ money, and they give choice to the private school, not the parents
(NSBA, 2015).
There are approximately 14,859 school districts in the U.S. today, led by about
12,600 superintendents who are facing a myriad of challenges, including inadequate
school funding, politics, school reform efforts, increasing diversity and poverty of the
student population, the demands of adapting to a 21st century model of education, and the
dangers of the school privatization movement. However, according to the AASA 2010
Decennial Study, the superintendents surveyed reported they were satisfied with their
career choice and their current assignment. They indicated they would follow the same
career path if they had it to do it all over again. Questions remain, however, about the
types of challenges superintendents will face in the future and what role district
superintendents will play in the political battles surrounding education (AASA, 2010).
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Preparation for Superintendents
Those who ascend to the superintendency arrive with a wide range of
administrative experiences, degrees, and certifications, and each state demands different
requirements to hold the position of superintendent. The most common pathway to the
superintendent is still from teacher to district administrator. The most common transition
for superintendents starts with high school assistant principal, followed by district
director, and equally with high school, elementary, and middle school principal. Some
superintendents reported not serving in any educational administrative position before
becoming a superintendent (AASA, 2010; AASA 2015). The role expectations for
superintendents increased over the last 150 years and have become more extensive and
demanding, yet the profession has not conducted a definitive study of superintendent
preparation programs. Since 1977, critics have labeled educational administrator
preparation programs as “deficient.” The programs have been indicted for failing to
adequately prepare school and district leaders. In the last three decennial studies
conducted by AASA, superintendents have identified weaknesses of their preparation and
support in three areas: (a) lack of hands-on application, (b) inadequate access to
technology, and (c) failure to link content to practice. Coaching, mentoring and
reflection are processes that have been referenced in the discussion of staff development.
These three processes can be integrated into all professional development models (Hoyle
et al, 2005).
By the 1980s, 82% of states adopted policies that required superintendents to
complete a prescribed program of graduate study to obtain a state issued license or
certificate (Björk & Kowalski, 2005). Although 41 states continue to require preparation
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and licensing for the superintendency, 54% of those states issue wavers or emergency
certificates to individuals who do not meet the requirements. In 2005 fifteen states
allowed alternative routes to licensure. The trend has been toward rescinding
requirements for the superintendency as evidenced by Tennessee only requiring a
bachelor’s degree. Those advocating for deregulation for preparation and licensing come
from outside the profession. An example is found in a publication called Better Leaders
for American Schools: A Manifesto, published by the Broad Foundation and Fordham
Institute in 2003. This study describes university preparation and certification as
meaningless hurdles. “Clearly, no issue is more crucial to the position of the school
district superintendent than the battle being fought over professional preparation and state
licensing. The intent of licensing professionals is to protect society, not the licensee”
(Bjork & Kowalski, 2005).
Most superintendents (63%) at the time of the AASA 2010 Decennial survey
reported that they completed their degree or credential programs 10-15 years before the
survey. The significance of their university preparation, even if adequate, was no longer
the core of their competencies or skills. The question is raised about the efficacy of
conventional licensure practices and whether they can continue to convince the
community that those serving in the role of superintendent, and those in candidacy pools,
have the skills and competencies relevant to leading school districts in these changing
times. While many superintendent candidates have mastered middle management skills
and competencies, they have not focused on their ability to perform the duties of
superintendents.
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The preparation that is provided by universities, state departments of education,
professional associations, and leadership academies is often random and more general
than aligned with the specific needs of the superintendency (Hoyle et al., 2005). The
ASSA 2010 Decennial study reported that 85% of superintendents surveyed completed
an accredited university program designed to prepare superintendents, while 45% earned
a doctorate degree, a number that has been steadily increasing since 1971, though no
states require a doctoral degree to serve (AASA, 2010).
In 1999 the National Policy Board for Educational Administration (NPBEA)
introduced the idea of a certification board for superintendents that would parallel the
specialty board of certification for physicians after graduating from medical school and
completing their multiyear residency and internship programs. This board would provide
rigorous and relevant performance-based standards for certification. They proposed the
American Board for Leadership in Education (ABLE). In 2001 The NBPEA, on their
website (NPBEA.org), and with the endorsements of the NAESP, CCSSO, NCPEA,
AACTE, UCEA, AASA, CAEP and the NASSP, posted this warning:
Since each profession typically is populated by individuals of varying talent,
competence and commitment, ratcheting up the mandatory licensing standard
would only serve to drive out capable people who could contribute to the
profession. Consequently, it doesn’t make sense to make the attainment of such a
high level of practice mandatory, but there are very good reasons to provide a
voluntary process for professionals to be recognized by their peers for such
accomplishment. The best example of this tradition can be seen in medicine,
where physicians are licensed following their graduation from medical school and
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satisfactory performance on a series of national examinations, and then, on an
optional basis, can apply for specialty board certification after completion of a
multiyear internship and residency, a satisfactory review by senior, boardcertified physicians, and passage of another more demanding set of national
examinations. Architecture, engineering and accounting have similar but less
demanding regimens for achieving advanced status (NPBEA, 2015).
The history of educational administrator support programs is brief, and its
development is not as orderly or well defined as that of preparatory programs for other
professions such as law, medicine and dentistry. Even though currently there are
standards and certification requirements for teachers in all states, and most states have
standards for principal certification, the idea of the American Board for Leadership
Education was never established. Therefore the need for standards to guide the
preparation, hiring and support for superintendents remains (Hoyle et al., 2005).
Skills and Competencies
The review of the literature shows a sustained effort by groups across the United
States to focus on developing a systematic way to understand the role and challenges of
educators from teacher and principal to that of the superintendent of schools. The efforts
led to a realization that each level had unique challenges and constantly growing
demands for skills and competencies. Superintendents, like CEOs, require a similar set
of management and executive skills to meet the complex demands of budgets, personnel,
information technology, accountability and competition. The superintendency has been
touted as one of the most complex jobs in public administration, often compared to the
role of city manager. Working like a CEO and public administrator in the K-12
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education setting requires unique skills and characteristics, including not only a strong
work ethic, but also humility and the ability to work with a range of stakeholders from
elementary students to state legislators. Those aspiring to the position must balance their
ambition with their ability to put other people’s needs first. They will have to be willing
to work extremely hard in a high stress position that demands that they are able to
balance several skills and their personal and professional life. Their technical skills need
to be balanced with the needs of the various groups they serve, including the board of
education, and bearing in mind the role is to be that of a nurturing leader while still
holding others accountable (Freeley & Seinfeld, 2012).
In creating the updated second edition of the Superintendent’s Fieldbook (2013)
Harvey studied 300 superintendents and current leadership theory and practice, and
identified seven domains of leadership competency required for modern day
superintendents including: (a) superintendents must lead, not just manage school
operations; (b) superintendents must lead within a challenging governance structure
where “the superintendent is simultaneously an educator, manager, budget maker, public
servant, politician, community leader, and local preacher” (p. 22); (c) superintendents
must understand learning and assessment, from learning theory and neuroscience to
classroom practice. They are expected to become a data-driven field scientist, and have
an expert grasp of what is expected from federal and state officials in terms of standards;
(d) superintendents must worry about race and class in their district, and set out to close
the achievement gap, which may be the most challenging imperative as “it opens all of
the sores and wounds of the nation’s racial past, and will require a level of patience and
dedication that will try your soul” (p.23); (e) superintendents must develop their school
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principals; their success or failure as a leader will be based on the quality of leaders in
their schools; (f) superintendents must learn to collaborate. “It is no longer enough to
worry about children while they are in school; now you have to worry over your students
when they are not in school. You have to persuade the community of the value of the
district…you must engage your community.” No more arriving with a mandate and
imposing it. Superintendents have to work with a community to create a shared vision
for the district (Harvey et al., 2013, p. 22-23).
Superintendent Standards
Over the past 30 years, as the K-12 standards reform movement developed
learning standards for grade levels and subject matter competencies, professional
standards were also developed for teachers and then principals. Professional associations
began developing standards for school leaders to: (a) guide the profession in reforming
preparation programs, (b) provide a template for reviewing state licensure and
credentialing, (c) provide a framework at the district level for evaluating the performance
of school leaders and superintendents, and (d) increase professionalism and a sense of
public trust with those who work with district administrators (Hoyle, 2005). Though
most states have adopted teacher and principal standards, there is not one agreed upon set
of competencies or standards for superintendents currently being used in the U.S. or in
California.
Several versions of professional standards have been researched, revised and used
to guide the work of superintendents since 1982 (Hoyle et al., 2005). The first set of
standards for site and central office administrators was developed and distributed by the
American Association of School Administrators (AASA), Guidelines for the Preparation
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of School Administrators (Hoyle, 1982). The eight standards included skills in the areas
of (a) encouraging a school climate and interpersonal behavior that fosters learning
communities for students and teachers, (b) building support for schools, (c) developing
school curriculum, (d) developing instructional management strategies, (e) evaluating
staff, (f) developing staff competencies, (g) allocating resources, and (h) evaluating and
planning programs and policies. In an effort to keep pace with the changing demands in
education, professional groups, including the National Council for Accreditation of
Teacher Education (NCATE), the National Association of Elementary School Principals
(NAESP), the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP), the
American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE), the Association of
Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), the American Association of School
Administrators (AASA), and the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium
(ISLLC) worked collaboratively to refine and update professional standards that led to
the development of Standards for the Superintendency, which reflected the larger job of
the superintendent (Hoyle et al., 2005).
During the 1990s the AASA commission on standards for the superintendency,
which was made up of members of AASA and National Policy Board for Educational
Administration (NPBEA) and superintendents, professors of educational administration,
and a consultant for Educational Leadership Services, developed the professional
standards for superintendents, which integrated the knowledge of all the previous
standards work. Business leaders, training officers for corporations, national and state
educational agency officials, superintendents, professors, and classroom teachers
reviewed these new standards nationally. The authors also asked for comments from the
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Executive Committee of AASA, the University Council for Educational Administration
(UCEA), and the National Council for Professors of Educational Administration
(NCPEA).
This work produced standards released in 1993 called Professional Standards for
the Superintendency. These eight standards include: (a) leadership and district culture,
(b) policy and governance (c) communications and community relations, (d)
organizational management, (e) curriculum planning and development, (f) instructional
management, (g) human resource management and (h) values and ethics of leadership.
These standards reflect the changing realities of pubic education and the role of the
superintendent. They were intended to reform preparation programs for superintendents
and to provide criteria for employment and for performance evaluation. The standards
were a guide for state licensure and regional and national program accreditation, and
were hoped to be a synthesis of the most widely recognized standards of AASA, NCATE,
and the ISLLC. The authors of the standards intended to assess the quality of
superintendent preparation programs. They argued that state certification requirements
and exams should be aligned with the standards. This work led to a consortium between
AASA, the NPBEA and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) to develop
national licensure standards in the mid 1990s (Hoyle et al., 2005).
However, states continue to vary in their requirements for superintendent
licensure and certification. Many states use the six ISLLC standards to train and evaluate
school principals and district leaders. The California Professional Standards for
Education Leaders (CPSEL) were adapted from the ISLLC standards in 1996 to layout
standards for site and district leaders in California, and are often used to guide the
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evaluation process for superintendents. These standards present a framework for
preparation for principals and district leaders; they do not provide the skills and
knowledge that is required to run a district. The ISLLC standards lack guidance on how
to deal with racial, ethnic and economic characteristics of the community, school size,
governance patterns, and school culture (Hoyle, 2013).
The Professional Standards for the Superintendency are designed to improve
professional preparation and are the best guide, according to Hoyle, for superintendents
because they focus on the strategic elements of a superintendent’s work. Designing
preparation programs for superintendents should focus on the changing global, national
and local contexts, in addition to the role of superintendents in aligning districts and
schools with these emerging realities. The goal of these standards is to develop
management and leadership skills that focus on the central tasks of improving student
learning, building the capacity for shared leadership to sustain long-term change, and
collecting information to manage standards-based reform.
This study will use the AASA Eight Professional Standards for the
Superintendent (Hoyle et al., 2005) as a guide to learn how coaching supports
superintendents in their work. The eight standards and indicators include:
Standard 1 - Strategic Leadership and District Culture
The superintendent will demonstrate executive leadership in developing a
collective district vision; shaping school culture and climate; using information;
framing problems; exercising leadership processes to achieve common goals;
and acting ethically for educational communities.
A superintendent should be able to:
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1. Formulate a written vision statement.
2. Demonstrate an awareness of global issues and a reasoned understanding of
major historical, philosophical, ethical, social, political, and economic
influences on education in a democratic society.
3. Promote academic rigor in teaching and learning among staff and students.
4. Demonstrate skills in empowering others to reach high levels of performance.
5. Frame, analyze, and resolve problems using appropriate problem-solving
techniques and decisions making skills.
6. Conduct district climate assessments to help determine district culture,
organizational health, and respect for diversity.
7. Use tested leadership and motivation theories to create conditions that
motivate staff, students, and the community to achieve the district vision.
8. Exhibit multicultural and ethnic understanding and a passion for equity.
Standard 2 – Understanding Public School Governance
The superintendent will develop procedures for working with the board of
education that define mutual expectations, working relationships, and strategies
for formulating district policy for external and internal programs; adjust local
policy so state and federal requirements and constitutional provisions, standard,
and regulatory application; and recognize and apply standards involving civil
and criminal liabilities.
A superintendent should be able to:
1. Describe the system of public school governance in our democracy.
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2. Describe procedures for superintendent–board of education interpersonal
working relationships.
3. Formulate a district policy for external and internal programs.
4. Relate local policy to state and federal regulations and requirements.
5. Describe procedures to avoid civil and criminal liabilities.
Standard 3 – Communications and community relations:
The superintendent will articulate district purpose and priorities to the community
and mass media; request and respond to community feedback; demonstrate
consensus building and conflict mediation; identity, track and deal with issues;
formulate and carry out plans for internal/external communication; exhibit and
understanding of school districts as political system by applying communication
skills to strengthen community support; align constituencies in support of district
priorities; build coalitions to gain financial and programmatic support;
formulate democratic strategies for referenda; and relate political initiatives to
the welfare of children.
A superintendent should be able to:
1. Articulate the district’s vision, mission, and priorities to the community and
mass media.
2. Demonstrate an understanding of political theory and skills needed to build
community support for district priorities.
3. Understand and be able to communicate with all cultural groups in the
community.
4. Demonstrate that good judgment and actions communicate as well as words.
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5. Develop formal and informal techniques to gain external perceptions of a
district by means of surveys, advisory groups, and personal contacts.
6. Communicate and project an articulated position for education.
7. Write and speak clearly and forcefully.
8. Demonstrate formal and informal listening skills
9. Demonstrate group membership and leadership skills.
10. Identify the political forces in a community.
11. Identify the political context of the community environment
12. Formulate strategies for passing referenda.
13. Persuade the community to adopt initiatives for the welfare of the students.
14. Demonstrate conflict mediation.
15. Demonstrate consensus building.
16. Promote school community relations, school business partnerships, and
related public service activities.
17. Identify, track, and deal with issues.
18. Develop and carry out internal and external communications plans.
Standard 4 – Leadership and Organizational Management and School
Finance:
The superintendent will demonstrate executive leadership by establishing
operational plans and processes that reflect an understanding of the school
finance, resource allocation, and systems management so that progress can me
monitored and adjustments made when necessary.
A superintendent should be able to:
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1. Develop and implement operational plans and processes to accomplish
strategic goals using practical applications of organizational theories.
2. Apply a systematic perspective that recognizes schools as interactive
internal systems operating within external environments.
3. Implement appropriate management techniques and group processes to
define roles, assign functions, delegate effectively and determine
accountability for attaining goals.
4. Monitor and assess the progress of activities, making adjustments and
formulating new action steps as necessary.
5. Exhibit an understanding of school finance, including data management,
budget creation, budget management, legal aspects of managing resources
and problem solving.
Standard 5 – Curriculum Planning and Development:
The superintendent must be able to oversee the design of curriculum and the
development of a strategic curriculum plan that is standards based and enhances
teach and learning in multiple contexts.
A superintendent should know and be able to,
1. Develop curriculum design and delivery systems for diverse school
communities.
2. Create developmentally appropriate curriculum and instructional practices.
3. Assess students’ present and future learning needs.
4. Create curricula based on research, recommended standards of learned
societies, informed practice, and state and federal policies and mandates.
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5. Demonstrate an understanding of curricular alignment to ensure improved
student performance and higher order thinking.
6. Evaluate and refine curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular programs.
7. Use technology, communications, and information systems to enrich
curriculum development, delivery, and assessment.
Standard 6 – Instructional Management:
The superintendent will exhibit knowledge of instructional management by
implementing a system that includes research findings on learning and
instructional strategies, instructional time, advanced electronic technologies, and
resources to maximize student outcomes. He/she will also describe and apply
research and best practice on integrating curriculum and resources for
multicultural sensitivity and assessment strategies to help all students achieve at
high levels.
A superintendent should know and be able to:
1. Develop, implement, and monitor change processes to improve student
learning, adult development, and climates for learning.
2. Demonstrate an understanding of motivation in the instructional process.
3. Describe classroom management theories and techniques.
4. Demonstrate an understanding of the development of the total student,
including her or his physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and linguistic
needs.
5. Formulate a plan to assess teachers.
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6. Analyze available instructional resources, and assign them in the most cost
effective and equitable manner to enhance student outcomes.
7. Describe instructional strategies that are multiculturally sensitive and
learning- style oriented.
8. Apply computer technology to instructional programs.
9. Describe alternative methods of monitoring and evaluating student
achievement based on objectives and learning outcomes.
10. Describe how to interpret and use testing/assessment results to improve
education.
11. Demonstrate knowledge of research findings on the use of a variety of
instructional strategies.
12. Describe a student achievement monitoring and reporting system.
Standard 7 - Staff Evaluation and Personnel Management:
The superintendent will demonstrate executive leadership by applying effective
staff evaluation models and processes to staff performance; developing personnel
recruitment, selection, development, and promotion procedures; understanding
legal issues related to personnel administration and implementing effective
evaluations and/or audits of the deployments of available human resources.
A superintendent should know and be able to:
1. Select and apply personnel recruitment, selection development, and promotion
procedures that enable the district to fill and maintain its positions with
qualified personnel.
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2. Identify and apply effective staff evaluation models and processes appropriate
to the performance being assessed.
3. Avoid legal problems related to personnel administration of both certified and
noncertified staff.
4. Implement creditable evaluations and audits regarding the effective use of
available human resources.
Standard 8 – Values and Ethics of Leadership:
The superintendent should understand and model appropriate value systems,
ethics, and moral leadership; know the role of education in a democratic society;
exhibit multicultural and ethnic understanding and related behavior; adapt
education programing to the needs of diverse constituencies; balance complex
community demands in the best interest of the student; scan and monitor the
environment for opportunities for staff and students; respond in a ethical and
skillful way to the electronic and printed news media; and coordinate social
agencies and human services to help each student grow and develop as a caring
and informed citizen.
A superintendent should know and be able to:
1. Exhibit multicultural and ethnic understanding and sensitivity.
2. Describe the role of schooling in a democratic society.
3. Demonstrate ethical and personal integrity.
4. Model accepted moral and ethical standards in all interactions.
5. Describe a strategy to promote the establishment and practice of a set of moral
and ethical values in each classroom and school.
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6. Describe how education can foster democracy and civic responsibility.
7. Describe a strategy to ensure that diversity of religion and ethnicity and the
way of life in the district are not violated.
8. Formulate a plan to coordinate social health and other community agencies in
efforts to support each child in the district.
The AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency were the focus of the
Spears (2012) study, Coaching and the Impact on Leadership Practice: An Analysis of
Urban Superintendents’ Perspectives. She used the eight AASA Professional Standards
for the Superintendency to determine how executive coaching supported superintendents
of large urban districts. The sample included superintendents who participated in a Broad
Foundation superintendent academy and then received executive coaching support once
on the job. She found that superintendents benefited from executive coaching,
particularly in communicating with the school board. They experienced less loneliness
and isolation resulting in higher confidence and more satisfaction. She found that
superintendents spend the majority of time in a culture of fear just trying to survive.
They have short tenures while attempting to communicate to a politicized board of
laypeople. According to the results of Spears study, superintendents used coaching to
focus on four of the standard areas: (a) setting the tone of the district culture, (b) political
board relations, (c) organizational management, and (d) human resource management.
She concluded the other standard areas that AASA identify as important were not a focus
for the superintendents in relation to coaching. They included: (a) a technical core of
curriculum planning and development, (b) instructional management, and (c) values and
ethics. She concluded that coaching is imperative to superintendents keeping their
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positions longer, and that all eight standards need to be a focus of coaching support
(Spears, 2012).
This study uses the AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency to
understand the experiences of California superintendents who have received coaching
from coaches trained in various programs. The superintendents will come from varied
superintendent preparation programs and varied school districts including urban,
suburban and rural. Though the AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency
are often used as the basis of the training or evaluation process, this study does not
attempting to evaluate the preparation or performance of superintendents receiving
coaching support. Instead, the study uses these standards to help describe how
superintendents perceive how coaching supports them in their work. This study posits
that there are processes and practices in place that include coaching support that could
provide vital support to new and continuing superintendents.
Coaching
“The world is pulling for coaching. The numbers and geographic reach are impressive,
but it is the underlying pull itself that has our attention. Change is a way of life and it is
accelerating. Coaching is a methodology that allows us to work with change, on a
personal level, on an organizational level, or on a relationship level.”
(Co-Active Coaching, Kimsey-House, et al., 2011, p. x).
Support on the Job
Once on the job, superintendents are not required to participate in professional
development or further education to retain certification or licensure in most states.
Superintendents surveyed by ASSA’s 2010 Decennial Survey shared that they often rely
on national and state professional organizations and peers for professional development,
guidance and support. Of superintendents nationwide, 61% asked for and received
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assistance from a neighboring superintendent, 39% received support through state
associations, 12% from outside coaches or mentoring consultants, and 7% from national
associations.
Most superintendents (76%) belong to the American Association of School
Administrators (AASA), and 90% participate in their state superintendent association.
To support their professional development, superintendents also reported being members
in other professional organizations including the Association of School Business
Officials, and the Association For Supervision and Curriculum Development (AASA,
2010). In addition to national conferences and workshops hosted by AASA, state
associations provide support for superintendents. For example, ACSA hosts an annual
Superintendents Symposium in California, a week-long conference for sitting
superintendents, as well as a Superintendent’s Academy, a 60-hour, year-long
professional development certification program that is offered in different parts of the
state to prepare future and support new superintendents. The Washington Association of
School Administrators offers a statewide in-service cohort with a four-year cycle of
learning for superintendents. This is organized in connection with the state’s biannual
conferences. WestEd is a federally funded education lab whose staff helps to facilitate
the Executive Leadership Center for School Superintendents. This is funded through the
state association dues.
In his study Supporting School System Leaders: The State of Executive Training
Programs for School Superintendents; Teitel (2015) described a system of support across
the country that he calls ‘fragmented’. He says that different sectors provide different
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services, usually without having much idea of what others are doing. Formal evaluation
systems do not exist for these programs other than a type of satisfaction survey.
However, there are a number of efforts to support and train superintendents across
the U.S. (Table 1). Several foundations have taken on the mission of sustaining and
supporting superintendent development. The Gates Foundation works with 10 districts in
Washington State; BellSouth works with 11 states in the southeast; and The Danforth
Foundation has worked with hundreds of superintendents over a decade that has led to
offshoots like Western Pennsylvania School Superintendents Forum. A number of
programs tap into corporate programs for support such as Stanford’s Executive Program
for Educational Leaders and Harvard’s Public Education Leadership Program. There are
also for-profits such as the District Management Council, Western Benchmarking, and
the Aspen Institute.
Table 1
States with Coaching Programs for Superintendents
State

Programs Components

Connecticut

Coaching and mentoring for every superintendent

Florida

Certification Program for superintendents provided by Florida
Association of District School Superintendents

Kansas

Kansas Mentoring Program pairs all new superintendent with
experienced superintendents

Kentucky

Partnership between State Department of Education and Kentucky
Assoc. of School Administrators participate mandatory testing,
training and mentoring

Michigan

Provides several mentoring opportunities through a mentor tool kit

Montana

School Administrators of Montana provide executive coaching to
5 new superintendents each year using the NAESP PALS program

New York

The state administrator association provides a mentoring program
for new superintendents
(continued)
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State

Programs Components

North Carolina

State offers four module orientation session for new
superintendents but not a mentoring program, but informal
mentoring occurs

Ohio

The Buckeye Assoc. for School Administrators provides voluntary
mentor program for superintendents. Spouses also receive
mentoring

Virginia

All new superintendents receive one year of coaching provided by
the Virginia administrator association

Washington

Washington Association of School Administrators offers a fouryear in-service cohort program to new superintendents

WestEd

Federally funded regional education lab who helps facilitate
executive Leadership Center for California Superintendents

Foundations and
Several foundations are providing executive coaching for
Corporate Support superintendents: Bell South, Danforth, Gates, Wallace, Brande,
Danforth, Aspen, Foundations
University
Programs

Harvard Public Education Leadership Program, Virginia
Polytechnic Institute and State University Administrative
Coaching Program, Stanford Executive Program for Education
Leaders, Iowa Mentoring and Induction Institute

Coaching Background
A review of literature reveals that coaching and mentoring have been successfully
employed in the development and retention of personnel in a wide variety of professions
for over 1,000 years. The history often includes a story of a Greek character named
Mentor, who was a friend of Odysseus and agreed to teach his son while Odysseus was
away on his saga. The literature is rich with stories of coaching as a tool in the arts,
sports, and a wide variety of professions from law, medicine, and more recently the world
of business. Despite the expansive use of executive coaching and formal mentoring
efforts in corporate America, few school district superintendents (20%) have participated
in executive coaching, formal mentoring, or informal mentoring (Wyatt, 2010; AASA,
2010). According to Pardini (2003), school administrators, unlike their peers in the
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corporate world, do not receive as much leadership development, yet they have twice the
work and responsibility. She connects this lack of support to one of the reasons many
schools fail and their leaders burn out. She says advocates of coaching claim that this
kind of support carries no stigma and superintendents should take advantage of the
opportunity when offered. She considers it an act of intelligence to say “I want to make a
commitment to think through my problems with skilled professionals” (Pardini, 2003, p.
7).
The terms coaching and mentoring are used interchangeably and have varying
definitions in the literature. For the purpose of this study, coaching is defined as an
individualized, structured, confidential process of providing deliberate support to another
individual to help him/her clarify or achieve goals. It is not training, therapy, or
mentoring. Coaching does deal with difficult personal issues such as communication
style or stress management (Bloom et al., 2005; Wyatt, 2010; Ennis, 2012; Hargrove,
2008; Gorham, 2008; Patti, et al., 2012). Mentoring is defined as a type of support for
new or novice school administrators and leaders or managers in the private sector. In
school leadership the mentor is usually an experienced or retired administrator who
provides professional feedback, advice, role clarification, and socialization into the
profession, while lessening the sense of isolation novices usually experience when
assuming their administrative position (Daresh, 2001). While mentoring, a successful
compliment to coaching, is more concerned with the development of the individual being
coached, any participation in a coaching program will cause the person being coached to
change and grow. The Executive Coaching Handbook (Ennis, 2012) differentiates
between life coaching and career counseling, which focus on personal development, and
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executive coaching, which is support based on the needs and goals of the organization.
Coaching is defined as:
An experiential and individualized leader development process that builds a
leader’s capability to achieve short and long term organizational goals. It is
conducted through one-on-one and/or group interactions, driven by data from
multiple perspectives and based on mutual trust and respect. The organization, an
executive, and the executive coach work together to achieve maximum impact
(Ennis et al., 2012, p. 10).
Coaching is most successful when it is a partnership among coach, executive (a
superintendent in this case) and the executive’s organization (a school district in this
study). Each partner has an obligation and responsibility to contribute to the success of
the coaching process. During the coaching process, defining the work to be done, by
whom and in what time frame, is primarily done between the coach and the executive
(superintendent). Coaching is always a tool used by the organization, and should be
conducted within the framework of the organization’s goals and objectives (Ennis et al.,
2012
Coaching is a three-way partnership, a team designed to insure the organizational
needs are met. It is a partnership where the parties agree to ground rules, specific time
frames, specific goals and measures of success. This partnership focuses on the creation
of a development plan, skill building, performance improvement, development for the
future and a clear understanding of the organization’s business objectives (Ennis et al.,
2012).
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Some common coaching types have developed which include: instructional
coaching, career coaching, group/peer coaching, performance coaching, new
leader/onboarding or transition coaching, relationship coaching, developmental coaching,
targeted behavioral coaching, legacy coaching, succession coaching, communication
coaching, team coaching and personal life coaching. Executive coaching (superintendent
coaching in this study) over time will touch on many different facets of a
superintendent’s tenure. Executive coaching is not designed to be a project-based
coaching process as suggested by the programs listed above.
Value of Coaching
The cost of providing a coach to a superintendent is likely less than the cost of
replacing a superintendent. This study will provide the rationale for school boards and
professional associations to recognize the value of coaching, and possibly encourage
coaching as a condition of serving in the role to help with the retention and effectiveness
of these district leaders. Based on their work of retaining and improving leaders in
education, Cooper & Conley (2011) recommend that new superintendents receive
mentoring opportunities from successful colleagues. Just as principals benefit from
mentoring, superintendents would also benefit from formal support, development, and
guidance from an experienced and successful leader. The studies focusing on the value
of coaching refer to the current process many districts provide to support new
superintendents as “sink or swim,” learning to lead “by the seat of your pants,” and some
type of “survival strategy.” Though mentoring provides valuable support, Wyatt (2010)
argues coaching should be made available to all superintendents, regardless of age or
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experience, because her research implies coaching has longitudinal effects on student
achievement.
There is a positive correlation between a school’s leadership and the district’s
academic achievement. In a series of studies that combined the results of 69 studies on
performance, when an educational leader’s personal performance increased by 49% the
district experienced a 22% increase in academic achievement (Gorham, 2008). In
addition, job embedded coaching results in increased retention that creates continuity for
the staff and is cost effective for the district (Strike & Nickelson, 2011). Coaching builds
individual and team learning while fostering self-awareness and skill development.
Felicello (2014) shares that coaching is the job-embedded program being integrated into
teachers’ careers, and it serves to maximize best practices. Felicello suggests that this
tool be employed at the higher levels of administration. Felicello reports on mentoring
and coaching and advocates for both, but suggests that they work best when there is an
ongoing culture of mentoring and coaching in the district that supports continuous
learning and development for all. Pardini, in a 2003 study titled Executive Coaching: A
Growing Recognition of Coach-Client Relationships in School Leadership Circles, claims
that “Education in American is struggling. The people responsible, primarily the
superintendents and principals, are overwhelmed, overworked, and under-supported in
terms of their professional and personal development, which we think directly affects the
quality of their work and contributions.” Coaching can provide a unique, differentiated
kind of help. Coaching is on the increase because it works, with the most gains in
productivity, job satisfaction, higher retention rates and more skilled leadership (Pardini,
2003).
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Several studies found that coaching supports the social and emotional growth and
wellbeing of school leaders because it is relational, develops successful behaviors,
improves emotional intelligence, and adds to the enjoyment of the job of those being
coached (Strike & Nickelson, 2011; Felicello, 2014; Alsbury & Hackman 2006; Beem
2015). A study in British Columbia, which involved principals and district
administrators, indicated that coaching resulted in the participants gaining new skills and
using different approaches to their jobs, while experiencing an increase of self-worth,
wellbeing, and balance between their professional and personal lives. They all felt more
supported and believed they would stay with their positions (Gorham, 2008).
In a study by Miller (2008), coaching was described as necessary because the role
of the educational leader is a lonely one. The leader of a school district has no one in
whom to confide, and would benefit from having someone with whom they can relate as
a way to reduce stress. Alsbury & Hackman (2006) and Beem (2015) discovered that
feelings of isolation and a lack of feedback were themes of their studies about the
challenges of the superintendency. Beem explains it this way:
…it’s lonely at the top. Where school districts with multiple buildings have a
ready-made community of principals, there is only one superintendent. You can’t
very well share your misgivings and questions about certain situations with your
board members either. Factor in a shortage of educators who aspire to the job,
and it’s apparent why so many state superintendent associations are brainstorming
ways to ease the transition into the job and amplify the level of support once there
(Beem, 2015).
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Beem also noted that the position of superintendent might be the final frontier for
coaching support. In the 1990’s programs for this type of support were established for
teachers, and they resulted in better teachers who stayed in their jobs longer. The success
led to programs to develop principals, and they had the same positive effect. Now these
programs are trickling up to the superintendent who is, by definition, the instructional
leader of the district (Beem, 2015).
School districts across the U.S. are searching for ways to increase the leaders’
ability to lead school reform. The Wallace Foundation, in a 2008 study, found that public
schools are not likely to reform and improve unless leaders have extensive opportunities
to learn and implement effective practices that prove to bring about change. They noted
that when professional development is coupled with job-embedded coaching there is a
95% chance that the new learning will be successfully applied (Joyce & Showers, 2002).
Job-embedded leadership coaching is being used in many states as a viable way to
build the skills of school leaders at all levels (Bloom et al., 2005). While mentoring and
coaching programs have been available to teachers for some time, even required in some
states, the same programs of support are few and far between for administrators,
including the superintendent (Bangert, 2012). In a dissertation by Wyatt (2010) titled
Executive Coaching Among Female Public School Superintendents and its Relationship
to Stress and Self Fulfillment Wyatt recommends that executive coaching programs be
made available to all superintendents regardless of age or experience. The study reports
that female superintendents who have received coaching and mentoring programs have a
high level of self-fulfillment. These beneficial effects have longitudinal effects. She
noted that a limited number of superintendents have received this type of support, despite
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the expansive use of coaching programs in corporate America, and contends there is a
need for further research on the effects of coaching on educational administrators
including superintendents. This study is responding to this gap in the literature.
The world of business uses coaching for mid and top-level executives, including
CEO’s, and it has been increasing every year for the last 20 years. It was once used
exclusively for top executives and those tapped to rise through the ranks. Now coaching
is a standard component in the business toolkit. It is used to help employees, managers,
supervisors, and executives in their personal development and for their contribution to the
organization’s success (Kimsey-House et al., 2011). Business coaching programs are a
mix of change-oriented coaching, a blend of behavior change and skill development, and
growth-oriented coaching, which is focused on sharpening performance. Business
coaching programs typically last from six months to one year. These organizations
realized that coaching creates highly motivated and fulfilled employees that in turn
produce high performance results. Many businesses now have in-house coaching training
to accelerate the introduction of the coaching mindset and skills (Kimsey-House et al.,
2011). The return on investment (ROI) typically experienced from these programs is 6 to
1, or a 600% ROI. Benefits most often described included improvements in productivity,
quality, organizational strength, customer service, reducing complaints, retaining
executives who have been coached, cost reductions, and bottom line profitability
(Manchester, 2003). The International Coach Federation (ICF) is a leader in the training
and certification of coaches.
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Components of Coaching Programs
Several components of successful coaching programs were described in the
reading of the literature. One fundamental concept is that a formal mentoring or
coaching program creates an expectation. Therefore clearly defining that expectation for
all parties is essential (Bangert, 2012). Alsbury & Hackman (2006) found that the
success of a coaching program is enhanced when there is a component of comprehensive
orientation to explain expectations, standards, roles, responsibilities, tools,
communication protocols, assessments, and how the program works before the
commencement of the relationship. They have a deeper value if they include some
socialization activities between the coachees (superintendents) and the coaches.
According to Miller (2008) another component of successful coaching programs is to
establish a clear communication plan. It is necessary to decide how often communication
occurs, where and how, and it matters who initiates the communication. The most used
techniques in this study included telephone, email, and face-to-face communications,
though all respondents in the study stated that face-to-face was the most effective.
Communication frequency varied to occurring more than once a week, weekly or
monthly. The important point was that it was done by agreement, mutually defined at the
beginning of the program (Miller, 2008).
Coaches are not mentors assessing a situation, sharing their own experiences and
wisdom, and giving advice. Though sometimes coaching programs combine these roles,
coaches need to be trained and must develop a unique skill set to use many different
coaching strategies during any given coaching session. The International Federation of
Coaches (ICF) is a leader in training and certifying professional coaches. They define
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coaching as “…partnering with clients in a thought-provoking and creative process that
inspires them to maximize their personal and professional potential.” Their research
demonstrates several benefits including improved self-confidence (80%), relationships
(73%), communication skills (72%), and work performance (70%). Their research found
that clients expected coaches to be certified or credentialed, and consumers were more
likely to recommend a coach who holds a credential (ICF, 2015).
A careful selection of and pairing of coaches and coachees is critical because bad
coaches and coaching experiences can institutionalize bad practices or dissuade others
from being willing to participate in a coaching program. Coaching programs fail when
they are ill conceived, lack adequate funding, have uncommitted coaches, lack goal
focus, or haphazardly create coach and coachee pairings (Alsbury & Hackman, 2005;
Miller, 2008). One of the main reasons for failure of a coaching relationship is the lack
of commitment from the coach or the coachee because of misaligned expectations
between the two people. Coupled with the quality of the pairing and the alignment of
their expectations is the perception by the one being coached of the relevancy of the
effort to their career and current situation (Strike & Nickelson, (2011).
While voluntary participation was most desirable, an organization’s expectation to
participate helps build a positive culture around coaching (Miller, 2008). Many types of
meeting methods work for coaching, including face-to-face, online, group, phone calls,
and email. Finally, periodic feedback to the coach and the coachee was noted to be
important to support the coaching process.
The components of coaching programs were common, yet they varied among
many of the programs described in the literature, with some programs providing specific
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phases or protocols to guide their process. Personal Professional Coaching (PPC) is a
term applied to a specific coaching program that includes best practices of many different
industries and coaching approaches. The components of PPC (business and education
hybrid coaching programs) are:
1. Establish trust and encourage vision,
2. Expand vision and explore actual and ideal self,
3. Interpret assessments,
4. Explore strengths and challenges,
5. Develop short-term plans and,
6. Develop a long-term and sustainable plan
The success of coaching in the world of business is noted and is being integrated in
education (Patti et al., 2012). This program infuses coaching throughout the district
leadership team and is guided by the superintendent. It focuses on theory of adult
learning, motivation, intentional change, emotional intelligence and self-psychology, and
creates safe places for teachers and their district administrators to strengthen their
leadership skills through self-reflection, collaboration, feedback, and enhanced emotional
awareness (Patti et al., 2012). In the Patti et al. study, they note that one six-month
coaching program does not finish the job of creating a seasoned leader with social and
emotional awareness, but it is enough to make changes.
Masterful Coaching (Hargrove, 2008) describes a yearlong executive coaching
program with three core phases that include the common components described above.
The first part is working through the five phases of making a breakthrough. The second
part includes the 12 monthly catalytic coaching conversations. Hargrove terms the third
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part the wizardry phase, which he describes as inspiring the leader to describe an
impossible future, then to create a concrete plan to accomplish the plan (Hargrove, 2008).
He describes five compass points of his coaching approach which include:
1. Coaching is a powerful partnership.
2. Leaders must stand in the future people want to create.
3. Leaders must reinvent themselves first (before coaching others).
4. A coach is a thinking partner.
5. Coaches expand people’s ability to take successful action.
The Broad Foundation superintendent development program recruits future
superintendents to participate in their two-year certification program, and then once
placed in a large urban superintendency, the new superintendent receives the support of
an executive coach who uses the Executive Coaching Handbook: Principles and
Guidelines for a Successful Coaching Partnership (Ennis et al., 2012; Spears, 2012;
Broadcenter.org, 2015). The following components, or six phases, guide the Broad
Foundation coaching program:
1. Building and maintaining coaching relationships.
2. Contracting or mutual agreements between the coach, coachee, and
organization.
3. Assessment that will be used as the basis for the developmental action plan,
including the needs of the executive and the norms and culture of the
organization.
4. Development planning; determining what can be achieved.
5. Facilitating development and change through the use of coaching strategies.
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6. Ending formal coaching and transitioning to a long-term development plan.
The coaching programs researched in this review contained similar components,
including a matching process, coach training, an orientation for both coach and coachee
to define roles and goals, a self-assessment or 360 degree assessment, goal setting, and
regular meetings to support the goal focused conversations. It was discovered that each
superintendent support program defines coaching and mentoring in a unique way. This
study will document the components of the coaching programs used by the participants in
the study. In addition, it will describe how coaching supports superintendents in their
work as defined by the AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency.
Conclusions
The role of the public school superintendent has evolved over the past 100 years
and the demands of the position are different today. The school superintendent is viewed
as the district leader in every way: the visionary, the instructional leader, the negotiator,
the facility manger, the financial advisor, the communicator, and the technology modeler.
They must lead and inspire district and site leaders to do the hard work improving an
education system that seems under attack. This review of the literature confirmed that
the position of superintendent has become more complex and political, and has become a
position that is viewed with trepidation by potential candidates. Current superintendents
must operate in a changing political environment of public schools, focus on building
trusting relationships with school boards and unions, understand and serve a more diverse
student population, and mitigate the effects of the increasing levels of poverty families
are facing. Superintendents must also be able to navigate the school choice movement
and competition in K-12 education. There is evidence of a shortage of willing and
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qualified candidates. The preparation programs for superintendents vary widely and have
not been scrutinized to the level necessary. Once superintendents are in the position,
their support systems often fall short.
In this review of the literature, coaching programs were cited for being an
effective way to support and develop executives and other leaders like public school
superintendents. Coaching is used by many professions, and more often now in business.
Coaching is used because it works. Coaching helps the leader and the organization in
meeting their goals. The coaching process relieves the stress and loneliness of these
challenging positions, and provides a safe place for the coachee to vent and express
frustration that otherwise would have no outlet. Coaching feels valuable to the coachee
and increases job satisfaction and job retention. Coaching supports superintendents in
meeting the Standards for the Superintendency as described by the AASA.
Coaching programs vary but several components surfaced as essential if the
coaching experience was considered to be effective or successful. Coaches need to be
trained in the use of coaching strategies. Certification programs are available through the
International Coaching Federation, professional associations, and other consulting
agencies. The hiring organization needs to ensure that the coach understands the vision,
mission, and goals of the organization, and any specific areas of focus for the coachee.
Coaching programs work best when participation is voluntary, but creating a culture of
coaching can help. Care in matching coach and coachee is very important. For school
superintendents, it helps if the coach has had some experience with the needs of the
organization. The length of time the pair will work together and the level of vulnerability
needed require a good match. A well thought out orientation for the coachee to begin the
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program is a must. Starting with a face-to-face meeting to build rapport and review
norms is important. It is essential to document goals, processes, assessment tools and
responsibilities of each person. The coach needs to be accessible not only during
scheduled meetings, but other times as needed. Though coaching is a confidential
process, feedback to the organization along the way and at the end of the coaching
program is necessary.
A gap in the research was discovered to the extent that there is a body of research
relating to executive coaching in the world of business, but very few studies were found
related to executive or leadership coaching for superintendents. The terms “mentoring”
and “coaching” were used interchangeably in the literature, so this study clearly defines
the difference between the two types of support. Less than 20% of superintendents
surveyed in AASA 2010 Decennial Study reported receiving some kind of formal
mentoring or coaching support. When the data was analyzed more closely, only 6% were
receiving coaching as defined by this study (Wyatt, 2010). Mentoring is a more common
form of support and focuses on telling the superintendent how to act or behave based on
the mentor’s experiences. Mentors are often the problem-solvers for their mentees.
Coaching builds capacity in superintendents through providing self-assessment and
reflection opportunities, defining organizational goals, creating action plans, and allowing
the coachee to be the problem-solver.
Coaching is an effective tool in supporting executives, but school districts are not
utilizing this kind of support for their “CEO.” The cost of coaching programs is less than
the cost of replacing superintendents. The powerful results of coaching in other fields
and in business suggest that coaching programs would benefit school superintendents in
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dealing with the very struggles that are currently shortening their tenure. This study can
provide needed information on how coaching is supporting superintendents, which may
increase the willingness of school boards to consider using coaching as a way of
supporting their superintendents. The researcher also strives to change the environment
in school districts that forces superintendents to be hesitant to ask for a coach or to admit
that they are being coached. In the world of education, coaching may be seen as an
intervention for troubled leaders, while in the professions, arts, sports and business it is
seen as an identifier of those with potential and value.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
“I want to understand the world from your point of view. I want to know what
you know in the way you know it. I want to understand the meaning of your
experience, to walk in your shoes, to feel things as you feel them, to explain
things as you explain them. Will you become my teacher and help me understand?
-James P. Spradley
Overview
The role of the public school superintendent has evolved over the past 40 years
into a more complex, challenging, and demanding position. Superintendents are
responsible for managing aspects of school districts including improving student
achievement while meeting the unique needs of an increasingly diverse student
population; leading change to integrate 21st Century skills; and managing the explosion of
technology. In addition, there are growing expectations from the federal government, the
media, school boards, and the community (Kowalski et al., 2011). Across the U.S. and
particularly in California, these challenges are intensified by high turnover rates of
superintendents and a current shortage of willing and qualified candidates applying for
superintendent positions (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Grissolm & Andersen, 2012;
Hackett, 2015).
The American Association of School Superintendents (AASA) developed
performance standards to define the role and describe the work of the superintendent.
These standards have been suggested by AASA to be used as a guide in curriculum
development of superintendent preparation programs and as a guide for superintendent
evaluation (Hoyle et al., 2005). A summary of the eight standards include:
Standard 1:

Leadership and District Culture: Vision, academic rigor,
excellence, empowerment, problem solving.
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Standard 2:

Policy and Governance: Policy, formulation, democratic
processes, regulations.

Standard 3:

Communications and Community Relations: Internal and external
communications, community support, consensus building.

Standard 4:

Organizational Management: Data driven decision-making,
problem solving, operations management and reporting.

Standard 5:

Curriculum Planning and Development: Curriculum planning,
instructional design, human growth and development.

Standard 6:

Instructional Management: Student achievement, classroom
management, instructional technology.

Standard 7:

Human Resources Management: Personnel induction,
development, evaluation, compensation, organizational health.

Standard 8:

Values and Ethics of Leadership: Multicultural and ethnic
understanding, personal integrity and ethics.

This study examined coaching as one way to support superintendents in meeting
the demands of this challenging position. Leadership or executive coaching is a form of
support and professional development used by superintendents; and executives in the
private sector, and is based on the needs and goals of the organization. Coaching is
conducted through one-on-one and/or group interactions, driven by data and multiple
perspectives, and is based on mutual trust and respect. In this approach, the coach, the
coachee or superintendent in this study, and the organization work together to achieve the
maximum benefit (Ennis et al., 2012). This study examined the experiences of public
school superintendents in California who received coaching for at least one year and
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sought to understand how coaching influenced superintendents’ ability to perform in the
eight areas described by the AASA Professional Standards for Superintendents.
The purpose of this chapter is to present the methodology of this study. It begins
with a review of the purpose of the study, followed by the research questions. This
chapter also contains a detailed explanation of the research design including a description
of the population and sample to be studied, the instrument to be used, the validity and
reliability of the study, the proposed procedures, and the data to be collected. Chapter
Three concludes with a data analysis plan, the limitations of the study, and a brief
summary.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine,
understand, and describe how coaching impacted superintendents’ ability to lead in their
position as viewed through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency.
Research Questions
This qualitative study sought to answer one overarching research question: What
were the experiences of superintendents who received leadership or executive coaching
with a certified coach through the lens of the eight AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency? The following questions were answered in this study:
Central Research Question
What were the lived experiences of superintendents who were coached by
certified coaches through the lens of the eight AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency?
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Sub-questions
1. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to shape the district
culture by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared by the school community?
2. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to understand, respond
to, and influence the larger political, social, economic, legal, and cultural context
by working with the board of trustees to define mutual expectations, policies, and
standards?
3. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to collaborate with the
families and community members, respond to diverse community interests and
needs, and mobilize community resources?
4. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to provide leadership
and management of the organization, operations, and resources for a safe,
efficient and effective learning environment?
5. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to facilitate the design
and implementation of curricula and strategic plans that enhance teaching and
learning; alignment of curriculum, curriculum resources, and assessment; and the
use of various forms of assessment to measure student performance?
6. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to advocate, nurture,
and sustain a district culture and instructional program conducive to student
learning and staff professional growth?
7. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to implement a staff
evaluation and development system to improve the performance of all staff
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members, select appropriate models for supervision and staff development, and
apply legal requirements for personnel management?
8. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to act with integrity,
with fairness, and in an ethical manner?
Research Design
The research design for this study used a qualitative, naturalistic,
phenomenological approach through personal one-on-one interviews. The interview data
was analyzed to understand the experience of each superintendent who received
coaching, which is a personal type of professional support. The selection of the research
method was determined by the end result. If the end result can be reduced to numbers
and analyzed mathematically, then a quantitative design is suggested. However, if the
result of the research can only be expressed in words, then qualitative research methods
are suggested (Patton, 2002). The data collected in this study included words that
describe people’s knowledge, opinions, perceptions, feelings, and detailed interactions.
Phenomenology focuses on experiences in specific situations based on the
subject’s (the superintendent, in this study) perspective. In this study information was
gathered through broad general questions about the coaching experiences of
superintendents, leading to a holistic picture and a comprehensive and complete
understanding of the phenomena being studied. Phenomenology involves going into the
field to collect data through interviews, observations or the collection of artifacts (Patton,
2002). In this case in-depth, open-ended interviews will be used to gather information
about the meanings of a lived experience among selected superintendents. This study’s
design included a single, comprehensive interview with each superintendent. The goal
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was to find out what was experienced, how it was experienced, and what meaning the
superintendents’ assigned to the experience. Normally, the experience that is studied was
something that had a major affect on the participant (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010;
Patton, 2002). The approach in this phenomenological study was to use naturalistic
inquiry; where as the study takes place in real world settings with no attempt to
manipulate the environment. The interview questions focused around the AASA
Professional Standards for the Profession and how coaching supports superintendents in
meeting those Standards. However, this study was interested in the meanings
superintendents attach to their coaching experiences and the events in their world; thus,
this study’s research was open to whatever emerged through the interviews (Patton,
2002).
Patton (2002) stresses that qualitative research is pragmatic and looks for practical
information that can make a significant change, or can help to understand a current
situation. In a qualitative study, Patton suggests that the actual type of qualitative study
may only emerge after the gathering of the data and analyzing it. He states:
…or one might simply conduct interviews and gather observation data to answer
concrete program and organizational questions without working explicitly with a
particular theoretical, paradigmatic, or philosophical perspective. Well-trained
and thoughtful interviewers can get meaningful answers to practical questions
without making a paradigmatic or philosophical pledge of allegiance (Patton,
2002, p. 145).
Patton points out that the practical applications of qualitative methods come from
observation and openness to data that is received. It also includes inductive analysis to
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make sense out of the lessons learned. Philosophy aside, practical applications come
down to a few basic ideas: pay attention, listen and watch, be open, think about what is
heard and seen, document systematically, because memory can be selective, and apply
what is learned. The purpose of this study was to collect useful data with an open mind,
analyze it clearly, and add this to the growing body of knowledge on how coaching
supports superintendents leading public school districts in California.
Expert Panel
An expert panel was convened to review and validate the data collection
instruments to ensure their alignment with the research questions and purpose of the
study. The expert panel member reviewed the interview questions and protocol, and the
demographic questionnaire.
The expert panelists consisted of four professionals who have earned doctoral
degrees and have an strong understanding of the requirements needed to produce a
quality research study. The first member is a recently retired superintendent with 27
years experience as a superintendent in several districts, and held a research assistant
position for the superintendents’ association in Colorado while earning her Ph.D. She
received coaching throughout her career. The second expert recently served as a new
superintendent and received coaching support. He is also a professor of qualitative and
quantitative research methods for graduate students at a State university and provided
support in the methodology and coding process. The third expert is a certified coach
through the International Coaching Federation and a retired assistant superintendent. He
provides leadership coaching in Washington State to district and site level administrators.
The fourth expert is a clinical psychologist, Ph.D. whose private practice specializes in
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coaching and supporting executives and professionals in meeting the challenges of their
positions. She provided expertise in developing interview questions, strategies, and
protocols, and provided guidance to the researcher on ensuring participants’
confidentiality.
Each expert was asked to review the study’s instruments independently and
provide feedback to the researcher. The panel determined if the demographic
questionnaire questions would support the data analysis and findings of the study, and if
superintendents would be willing and able to answer the questions easily before or after
the interview. The expert panel was asked review the interview questions and protocol
and provide feedback. The interview questions and demographic questionnaire were
revised and a pilot test was conducted on the retired superintendent on the expert panel
who had received coaching. Further revisions were made to both the demographic
questionnaire and the interview questions as a result of the pilot study.
Timeframe of Study
The timeline of the study follows:
January 2016 – Research proposal was submitted to the dissertation committee for
approval.
February 2016 – Upon approval by the dissertation committee, the research
protocols and related documents were submitted to the Brandman University Institutional
Review Board (BUIRB).
February 2016 – Participants for the study were recruited and selected.
February 2016 –The pilot study was conducted and interview questions and
demographic questionnaire were revised.
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February-March 2016 – Researcher interviewed 13 participants and the interviews
were transcribed.
March 2016 – Final analysis of data collected, including review, coding, and
summarization.
Population
Population is defined as “a group of elements or cases, whether individuals,
objects or events, that conform to specific criteria and to which we intend to generalize
the results of the research” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p.129). The population for
this study consisted of public school superintendents. According to the AASA 2010
Decennial Study there were 12,900 superintendents in the U.S. In the 2014-2015 school
year, there were 1,022 superintendents in California, which was the target population for
this study (California Department of Education, 2016). The target population is often
different from the survey population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In this study, the
survey population was limited to superintendents who participated in a coaching
program. According to the AASA 2010 Decennial Study, 20% of superintendents
reported receiving coaching/mentoring. The survey population in California consisted of
200-300 superintendents who may have received coaching or mentoring (AASA, 2010).
Sample
The subgroup of superintendents, or sample, for this study were selected using
non-probability methods, particularly purposive sampling. In purposive sampling, the
researcher selects elements from the population that will be representative or informative
about the topic of interest. Based on the researcher’s knowledge of the population, a
judgment can be made about which subjects would provide the best information to
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address the purpose of the research (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2009). In
this study, the researcher interviewed California superintendents who have been coached
by a trained coach for a least a year, which allowed for in depth inquiry and
understanding of the targeted population (Patton, 2002).
The researcher interviewed a sample of superintendents from varied school
districts, representing the diverse personal characteristics of superintendents in
California. According to Patten (2009) “the use of participants from diverse sources is a
methodological strength of a qualitative study when the researcher has a broader interest
then a single source (p.151). The participant sample included superintendents from
school districts including: urban, rural, and suburban; and districts with small to large
student populations.
The sample size of this study was 13 superintendents. It is common in qualitative
research to use a smaller sample size. Patten (2009) conducted survey of sample size in
qualitative research and found that sample sizes ranged from 10-36 with 13 being the
median. Patton (2002) reminds researchers to not compare sample size from large
purposeful quantitative studies to those of qualitative studies in which the data gathered
would be in depth. A criterion in qualitative research that validates research size is
saturation (Patten, 2009). As interviews were conducted the researcher conducted an
informal analysis, noting minor and major themes that emerged. When participants failed
to respond with new information, the researcher concluded that the data collection
process has become saturated. The researcher in this study interviewed 13
superintendents and was prepared to continue with additional interviews if saturation was
not reached, which validated the sample size. The goal of this study was to get rich data
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from interviewees. This group size and the diversity of sources permitted generalizations
from the sample to the population it represented, which was California superintendents
receiving coaching support.
This study was naturalistic inquiry; no control was used with the sample of
superintendents interviewed. In this vein this study planned for broad contingencies in
interviewing the superintendents about their various coaching programs and experiences.
The point of this study was to remain open and flexible to permit exploration of whatever
the phenomena offered (Patton, 2002).
Instrumentation
The researcher was the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. The
researcher used two instruments for this qualitative study: individual in-depth interviews
and a demographic questionnaire. The researcher developed both instruments based on
the themes that surfaced in the Review of Literature, including the AASA Professional
Standards for the Superintendency and the AASA Decennial Study.
Patton (2002) describes three basic approaches to collecting qualitative data
through open-ended interviews: (a) informal conversational interviews, (b) the general
interview guide approach, and (c) the standardized open-ended interview. This study
used the general interview guide approach, with a list of questions serving as a checklist
to ensure that each interview covered the relevant topics of this study (Patton, 2002). The
questions were written as topics and issues to be covered in each interview, allowing the
interviewer to vary the sequence and the actual wording of each question during the
interview, but using the list to ensure all topics were covered.
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During the interview the goal of the researcher was to remember that rapport is
measured as a reaction from the person being interviewed and that neutrality is measured
through an unemotional and nonjudgmental presentation of the content (Patton, 2002).
The initial questions of the interview were designed to establish rapport, are general in
nature and do not deal with the direct topic of the research (Patten, 2009). The interview
questions for this study included those that ask about opinions, values, feelings and
knowledge relating to superintendents’ experiences with coaching. The interviewer
reworded questions if necessary to make them more understandable and if a participant’s
answer was too short, the interviewer asked for more information, such as “can you tell
me more about it?” or “can you give me an example of that?” Patten (2009) also
suggests that the interviewer can ask a probing question to explore unexpected or unusual
responses. The interview concluded with a question that gave the superintendent a
chance to have the last word, in the form of “Is there anything else you want to add?”
The purposive sampling approach and the diverse sources of participants of this
study was accounted for by collecting demographic information from the participants
through a questionnaire at the onset of the study. Patten (2009) states “regardless of
whether diversity is sought during sampling, qualitative researchers should collect
demographic information that will help readers of the study to “see” the participants” (p.
149). The demographic questionnaire for this study included questions about gender,
age, race, education level, years of experience and district information.
The researcher validated both instruments for reliability through the use of an
expert panel and a pilot test process as recommended by Patten (2009), Patton (2002) and
McMillan and Schumacher (2010). As stated above, the researcher collaborated with an
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expert panel of four individuals with doctoral degrees and various expertise related to the
study. The researcher made revisions based on their recommendations. The researcher
then conducted a field test of the interview questions, protocol, and demographic
questionnaire with a retired superintendent who met the study criteria, but was not part of
the study (Patten, 2009). The data collected from the interviews was transcribed and then
coded for a preliminary analysis.
Background of the Researcher
The researcher for this study had 23 years of experience in public schools
including six years as a teacher and 17 years as an administrator: assistant principal,
principal, and director of human resources. The researcher worked under the supervision
of six superintendents in four districts in California. The researcher has experience with
coaching and interviewing. As a school principal, she earned a coaching certification
through a yearlong program designed to train school administrators in the use of coaching
and questioning strategies to enhance the teacher evaluation process. She also earned a
certification in a structured behavioral interview process that included video recorded
analysis and feedback of her interview skills and techniques. During the coursework
phase of the Brandman doctoral program, she participated in a semi-structured peercoaching project, and has received leadership coaching support from two trained coaches.
The experiences with these coaching processes; as a supervisor; as a peer coach; and as a
coachee; motivated the researcher to study the experiences of superintendents receiving
leadership or executive coaching.
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Data Collection
The researcher in this study was responsible for all aspects of the data collection
and analysis, which occurred simultaneously. Upon obtaining approval from Brandman
University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB) to conduct the study, the researcher
identified participants for the using purposive sampling.
The researcher used several approaches to recruit superintendents to obtain a
representative sample of the target population. She directly contacted known
superintendents and coaches, professional organizations, and coaching organizations for
referrals. The most successful approach in recruiting participants was directly inviting
superintendents to participate through direct email. The researcher purchased an email
list of California superintendents online and sent an email invitation to participate to all
superintendents in target counties in California.
Identified participants were scheduled through collaboration with administrative
assistants, and sent confirmation emails prior to the interview. The two superintendents
requiring phone interviews were sent the Informed Consent Form, Participant Bill of
Rights, and Audio Release Form prior to the interview.
The interviewer traveled to each location to interview superintendents in their
district offices. She spent several nights in hotels close to the participants offices in order
to complete a morning interview, then traveled up to 100 miles to conduct an afternoon
interview. Only one or two interviews were conducted in a given day. Each interview
session began by reviewing the purpose of the study, the Participant bill of Rights, the
Informed Consent Form, and Audio Release Form. The researcher then asked the
superintendent questions about their experience and district to complete the demographic
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questionnaire. The interviewer reminded the superintendent of the time commitment of
45-60 minutes and offered to stop the interview if necessary. The participants answered
questions related to a list of topics and the interviewer asked follow up questions if more
information was needed. However, if a question made them uncomfortable, they did not
have to answer. Because of the sensitive, confidential nature of the superintendency and
the coaching process, the interviewer review the measures that would be taken to ensure
confidentiality; no information in the published study will reflect individuals, school
districts or their counties in California. Two devices; a digital recorder and a LiveScribe
recording pen and notebook system that synced with the researcher’s smartphone through
an application recorded the interviews. Each participant was offered a copy of the
transcription to check for accuracy though none made a request.
Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis is an inductive process, which moves from the specific
data that were collected to general categories and patterns. McMillian and Schumacher
(2010) state, “Qualitative analysis is a relatively systematic process of coding,
categorizing, and interpreting data to provide explanations of a single phenomenon of
interest” (p. 367).
Coding
The researcher conducted and audio record in person interviews, which were then
be transcribed by a service. The researcher reviewed the transcript in “order to identify
small pieces of data that stand alone” as McMillan and Schumacher (2010) describe the
first step of coding as identifying segments, which they describe as:
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A data segment is text that is comprehensible by itself and contains one idea,
episode, or piece of relevant information. Although a segment can be any size-a
word, a sentence, a few lines of text, or several pages-it’s typically one to three
sentences (p. 371).
These segments are used to identify codes so that each segment is identified by at least
one code. The code provides meaning to the segment. Codes can include activities,
quotes, a description of relationships, a perspective, an event, a process or other actions.
The goal in the process was to allow the codes to be suggested by the data (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010).
Identifying Themes. The researcher used a qualitative data analysis computer
software program, NVivo, to centralize the raw data for coding and analysis. Upon
completion of each interview, the transcription data was uploaded to NVivo. The
Standards and components of coaching determined initial categories. Categories
represent major ideas that describe the meaning of the similarly coded data. Typically
qualitative studies have four to eight categories. The ultimate goal of qualitative research
is to make general statements about the categories by discovering patterns in the data. In
searching for patterns the researcher tried to understand the reasons for coaching, the
complexities of superintendents’ situations, the way they think, the strategies their
coaches used, and their actions. When the inductive process was complete and patterns
emerged, the researcher then shifted to a deductive mode of thinking to determine how
well the data reflected on the original research problem (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
This study sought to understand the experiences of the superintendency and how
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coaching supports superintendents in leading in the eight AASA Professional Standards
for the Superintendency.
Coder Reliability. To increase the credibility and legitimacy of this qualitative
inquiry, adopting procedures to minimize the investigators bias increases coder
reliability. This study emphasized systematic data collection procedures that included
crosschecking and cross-validating data during the interviews. Participants were offered
a copy of their transcription after the interview to check for accuracy.
Validity. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) clarify that “validity, in qualitative
research refers to the degree of congruence between the explanations of the phenomena
and the realities of the world” (p. 330). Congruence in this study was demonstrated by
using the AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency, as they aligned with the
experiences of the superintendents. Patten (2009) cautions researchers to measure
validity in terms of degree; how valid is the data versus if the data is valid. All 41 of the
situations described by the superintendents during the interviews aligned with one of the
eight Standards.
Ethical Considerations. Superintendents work in a highly political environment
and must be strictly confidential in their role. The researcher was committed to fully
disclosing the nature, purpose and methods of the study to ensure the superintendent does
not disclose confidential personnel information to the interviewer. The participants
volunteered to be part of the study but were reminded that they may terminate their
participation in the research at any time with no penalty. The BUIRB approval process
supported the participants’ safety through the signing of the Informed Consent Form,
which includes a full explanation of the research, and the review of the Participants Bill
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of Rights. The researcher ensured there was not harm or risk to the participants. This
included protection from any information being released that may result in
embarrassment or danger to home, life, job performance or friendships. The researcher
pledged to do whatever was needed to minimize the risk, including using pseudonyms
instead of names; guaranteeing anonymity and confidentiality (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010).
Limitations
Roberts (2010) states that limitations are areas over which the researcher has no
control. Because this was an interview-based study, the researcher recognized that the
presence of an interviewer might change the respondents’ candor or willingness to share
information. This study also had the following identified limitations:
1. The superintendents in this study represented a small population of
superintendents.
2. The researcher was focusing on superintendents in one state, California.
3. The natural bias of the researcher was considered in the design of the study.
To mitigate the bias of, the researcher, she will relied on an expert panel to assist
with the development of the interview questions and protocol, demographic
questionnaire. After conducting the pilot test, the researcher collaborated with the expert
panel to ensure the instruments collected the necessary data to answer the research
questions.
Summary
The rationale for the selection of this qualitative phenomenological research
approach was that this study posits that superintendents are working in very difficult
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times with increasing demands and regulations. By interviewing superintendents to learn
about their experience with coaching as a form of support, this study obtained first-hand
information on how coaching, through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for
Superintendents, helped them cope with the complex challenges of the position.
The Review of Literature demonstrated that superintendent preparation programs
often fall short of practical hands-on instruction and experience, and that superintendents
need job-embedded, individualized support (Hoyle et al., 2005; Harvey et al., 2013,
Kowalski, 2013; Reiss, 2003; Wyatt, 2010). The literature also revealed that coaching is
a valuable tool, used in many disciplines and professions, and it is not being used widely
at this time for superintendent support (AASA, 2010; Alsbury & Hackman, 2006; Wyatt,
2013, Strike & Nickelson, 2011). This study considered the perspectives of 13
superintendents about their experiences with coaching in order to add to the
understanding about coaching, and if this method of support deserved to be used more
often because it provided meaningful help in the execution of the duties of a
superintendent.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
While researchers attend to the study of other persons and their activities, these
others attend to the study of researchers and their activities. An underlying theme
of the confessional and cautionary tale I tell here is that the success of any field
work endeavor depends inherently on the results of the unofficial study the
observed undertake of the observer.
-James Spradley, Experiencing Fieldwork, p. 54
This qualitative phenomenological study explored the experience of public school
superintendents who received coaching as a form of support. Chapter IV begins with a
review of the purpose statement and the research questions, followed by a summary of
the research design, population, sample, and the demographics of the participants. The
presentation of findings, viewed through the lens of the eight AASA Professional
Standards for the Superintendency, hereafter referred to as “the Standards” (Hoyle et al.,
2005), identifies the themes and patterns of how superintendents were supported in their
position. A summary of the findings concludes the chapter.
Overview
After conducting one-on-one interviews with superintendents who had worked
with a coach, the study examined the following: 1) how superintendents came to be
involved with coaching, 2) how their coaches were selected and funded, and 3) how they
worked together and communicated. The semi-structured interviews revealed the
strategies coaches used to support the superintendents, and also revealed the specific
areas where the leaders needed support as defined by the Standards. The superintendents
described specific challenges or areas of focus, and discussed the outcome of each
situation as a result of working with a coach. At the end of the interview they were given
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the opportunity to share their thoughts and opinions about coaching support for
superintendents in general.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine,
understand, and describe how coaching impacts superintendents’ ability to lead in their
role as viewed through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency.
Research Questions
This study was guided by one central research question and eight sub-questions
designed to explore how leadership or executive coaching supports superintendents’
ability to lead in their position.
Central Research Question
What are the lived experiences of superintendents who have been coached by
trained coaches, as seen through the lens of the eight AASA Professional Standards for
the Superintendency?
Sub-questions
1. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to shape the district
culture by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared by the school community?
2. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to understand,
respond to, and influence the larger political, social, economic, legal, and
cultural context by working with the board of trustees to define mutual
expectations, policies, and standards?
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3. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to collaborate with
the families and community members, respond to diverse community interests
and needs, and mobilize community res
4. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to provide
leadership and management of the organization, operations, and resources for
a safe, efficient and effective learning environment?
5. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to facilitate the
design and implementation of curricula and strategic plans that enhance
teaching and learning; alignment of curriculum, curriculum resources, and
assessment; and the use of various forms of assessment to measure student
performance?
6. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to advocate,
nurture, and sustain a district culture and instructional program conducive to
student learning and staff professional growth?
7. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to implement a
staff evaluation and development system to improve the performance of all
staff members, select appropriate models for supervision and staff
development, and apply legal requirements for personnel management?
8. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to act with
integrity, with fairness, and in an ethical manner?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedure
This was a qualitative, phenomenological study, which utilized personal
interviews with public school superintendents in the state of California. During the one-
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on-one session, prior to the recorded interview, the researcher completed a Demographic
Questionnaire with the superintendent to gather district demographic data and
background information about the superintendent (see Tables 1-3). The primary data
collection was from audio-recorded and transcribed semi-structured interviews lasting
from 30-70 minutes. The open-ended interview questions sought to 1) first gain an
understanding of the coaching program components, 2) the reason or purpose for
coaching, 3) the selection, training and background of the coach, 4) methods of
communication, and 5) strategies coaches used to support the coaching process. The
primary focus of the interview was to understand the experience the superintendent had
with the coaching, and to understand how coaches supported the superintendents in
specific areas of their work, and where those areas aligned with the Standards.
Sample. The sample for this study was selected using non-probability methods,
particularly purposive sampling. Purposive sampling was used for in-depth inquiry and
understanding of the targeted participants (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
researcher purchased a commercial email list of all California public school
superintendents, and then sent direct email invitations to all K-12 superintendents and the
County Office superintendent in targeted counties in California.
The researcher interviewed a sample of 13 superintendents from varied school
districts, representing the diverse personal characteristics of superintendents in
California. According to Patten (2009) “the use of participants from diverse sources is a
methodological strength of a qualitative study when the researcher has a broader interest
then a single source (p.151). The participant sample included superintendents from
different types and sizes of school districts, including urban, rural, and suburban, and
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districts with small to large student populations. The sample included male and female
superintendents from diverse racial groups. A criterion in qualitative research that
validates research size is saturation (Patten, 2009). As interview data was collected the
researcher conducted an informal analysis, noting minor and major themes that emerged.
When participants failed to respond with new information, the researcher concluded that
the data collection process had become saturated, validating the sample size of 13
participants (Patton, 2009).
Population. The superintendents for this study were identified from the target
population of 1022 public school superintendents in California (California Department of
Education, 2016). An Invitation to Participate email was sent to 240 California
superintendents in targeted counties of California. The email provided a brief
background of the study, and asked superintendents to participate in the study if they had
received leadership or executive coaching from a trained coach for at least a year (see
Appendix A). Nineteen superintendents responded to the email request, most within onetwo days of sending the email invitations. Thirteen were selected based on their
availability to be interviewed during the three-week study window. All but two of the
nineteen respondents met the criteria for the study. One superintendent was part of a
group of superintendents who coached aspiring superintendents in a targeted
demographic group and offered insights into their coaching program. The other was
receiving mentoring through the ACSA superintendent mentoring program.
Demographic Data
All 13 participants included in the study met the study criteria. Of the 18 positive
respondents to the Invitation to Participate, only one (Superintendent 5) did not qualify
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for the study because he served as a coach to new and aspiring superintendents. Five did
not participate, either due to scheduling challenges or because 13 participants were
adequate to meet the sample size goal of 12-14 during the study time frame. All
participants were California superintendents. The researcher collected district and
personal data from the superintendents through a Demographic Questionnaire completed
prior to the interview. Tables 1-3 below report this data.
The superintendents described their districts as mostly suburban, with one urban
and one rural, ranging in size from 385 to 34,000 students, with most of the districts
between 3,000-7,000 students. The 2013 Academic Performance Index (API) was used
to describe the general academic performance level of each district. The API scores
ranged from 660 to 960, which represent a wide range of districts. API scores range from
200 to 1000 with a target of 800 set by the state. The Unduplicated Count, a
demographic number used to determine state budget allotments, represents the percentage
of English learners, foster youth, and socio-economically disadvantaged students in each
district. The districts’ Unduplicated Counts ranged from less than 20% to 90%. Only
one school district was reported to be community funded by local property taxes, often
termed a Basic Aid district, while the others used the Local Control Funding Formula to
determine state funding (see Table 2).
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Table 2
Participant Demographics: District Information (Rounded for Anonymity)
Superintendent
Superintendent 1

District
Size
3,800

Superintendent 2

District Type
Suburban/Urban

2013 API
LEA
895

Unduplicated
Count %
>20

2,200

Rural

660

90

Superintendent 3

11,000

Suburban/Urban

740

70

Superintendent 4

14,000

Suburban

910

>20

Superintendent 6

34,000

Suburban

890

>20

Superintendent 7

5,000

Suburban

880

40

Superintendent 8

1,800

Suburban

790

60

Superintendent 9

385

Urban

750

70

Superintendent 10

7,000

Suburban

870

50

Superintendent 11

19,000

Suburban

960

>20

Superintendent 12

5,500

Suburban/Rural

780

40

Superintendent 13

3,300

Rural

780

50

Superintendent 14

1,250

Suburban/Rural

830

30

The Demographic Questionnaire also gathered data about the participants’
experience, preparation, and the years of coaching they received (see Table 2). The
participants served in their current positions from one to seven years, with four
superintendents serving in more than one district. They all reported that their coaching
experience occurred during the beginning of their new positions, either as a new
superintendent or as an experienced superintendent in a new district. All 13 of the
superintendents in the study had 10 years or less experience as a superintendent. Nine
were in their first three years in their current position and were receiving coaching, while
four shared their experience with coaching from a former position or from their
beginning years in the current position. Of the 13 participants, seven had a doctorate
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degree. Seven attended a superintendent preparation program, naming programs
including the Association of California School Administrators (ACSA) Superintendent
Academy, the California School Business Officials (CASBO) Mentor Training Program,
the ACSA Curriculum and Instruction Academy, and the ACSA Personnel Institute. The
superintendents reported having a coach for two or three years formally, but all reported
that they continued to work informally with their coaches after the contract was
completed.
Table 3
Participant Demographics: Experience, Preparation and Coaching
Superintendent

Districts
Served
as Supt.
1

Total
Years
as Supt.
2

Ed.D. or
Ph.D.

Superintendent 1

Years in
Current
Position
2

No

Supt.
Prep.
Program
Yes

Years of
Coaching
Support
2

Superintendent 2

4

2

6

Yes

Yes

2

Superintendent 3

2

2

8

Yes

No

2

Superintendent 4

1

1

1

No

No

1

Superintendent 6

6

1

6

Yes

No

3

Superintendent 7

1

1

1

No

No

1

Superintendent 8

7

1

7

Yes

No

2

Superintendent 9

3

1

3

Yes

Yes

2

Superintendent 10

1

2

8

Yes

Yes

2

Superintendent 11

4

1

4

Yes

Yes

2

Superintendent 12

2

3

10

No

No

3

Superintendent 13

1

1

1

No

No

1

Superintendent 14

2

1

2

Yes

No

2

Data was also collected about the personal characteristic of the superintendents
(see Table 3). Women comprised a slight majority of participants (53%) and all but one
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identified as white or Caucasian (92%). Three age ranges were represented by the group:
nine participants fitting into the 50-59 years of age category (69%); three were in the 6069 years of age group; and one was in the 30-39 years of age category.
Table 4
Participant Demographics: Personal Characteristics
Superintendent

Gender

Race

Age Category

Superintendent 1

Female

White

50-59

Superintendent 2

Male

60-69

Superintendent 3

Male

Hispanic/
Latino
White

Superintendent 4

Male

White

60-69

Superintendent 6

Male

White

50-59

Superintendent 7

Female

White

50-59

Superintendent 8

Female

White

50-59

Superintendent 9

Female

White

30-49

Superintendent 10

Male

White

50-59

Superintendent 11

Female

White

50-59

Superintendent 12

Male

White

50-59

Superintendent 13

Female

White

60-69

Superintendent 14

Female

White

50-59

50-59

Presentation and Analysis of Data
The findings presented in this chapter were derived using anecdotal accounts of
lived experiences in response to open-ended questions posed during personal interviews.
The interview questions were based on the relationship to the central research question
and research sub-questions. Data collection occurred during February and March 2016
and consisted of individual interviews. Eleven of the interviews were held in person in
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the superintendent’s office. Two were conducted by phone due to schedule and travel
challenges. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcriptions were
reviewed for accuracy, and references to names, geographic regions or school districts
were redacted.
During the initial review of the data, an initial set of codes was generated based
on the literature review of common components of coaching programs and the eight
AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency (the Standards). NVivo was used
to sort and analyze the data. NVivo is a qualitative data analysis (QDA) computer
software program used for this study. Additional codes were generated based on the data.
The data was then coded using inductive and deductive methods (Patton, 2002). Once
coded, the researcher reviewed the codes and looked for common themes and patterns
across multiple study participants. These common themes were translated into the major
findings of the study and are presented in the following sections.
Results for the Central Question
The central question for the study was: What are the lived experiences of
superintendents who have been coached by trained coaches through the lens of the eight
AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency? An interview was structured to
gain an understanding of the components of the coaching program, and then to learn how
coaching specifically supported superintendents in their position.
Components of the Coaching Program
The initial interview question How did you become involved in coaching? aimed
to understand the reasons why a superintendent had a coach, whose idea it was to have a
coach (theirs or the board’s), who paid for the coach, and if there was a specific problem
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to solve. The follow-up questions probed to learn more about the components of their
coaching program. In the review of the literature, there were similar components of
coaching programs documented from varied sources. The six most common components
of executive or leadership coaching were used by the Broad Center to specifically support
superintendents in large urban districts (Ennis et al., 2012). These components include:
1. Building and maintaining coaching relationships.
2. Contracting or mutual agreements between the coach, coachee, and
organization.
3. Assessment that will be used as the basis for the developmental of an action
plan, including the needs of the executive and the norms and culture of the
organization.
4. Development planning; determining what can be achieved.
5. Facilitating development and change through the use of coaching strategies.
6. Ending formal coaching and transitioning to a long-term development plan.
The themes that emerged from the introductory questions describe the reasons for
coaching, the selection of and background of the coach, how they got started with their
coaching process (orientation and assessments), and agreements about methods of
communication. The themes also included strategies coaches used that were revealed
during the cycle of questioning about the specific topic or challenge. Table 4 below
shows the major themes that emerged from the beginning of the interview, which helped
the researcher contextualize the kind of support the coach would provide in the next
section of the interview. The table includes sample quotations from the superintendents
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representing the types of responses. A detailed summary of dominant themes and
patterns in the findings related to coaching components follows Table 4.
Table 5
Coaching Components: How Superintendents Became Involved in Coaching and the
Components of their Program
Components
Reason for Coaching
(n=41)

Example Summarized Quotations
•

In my previous district, I oversaw 600 literacy
and math coaches, and provided coaching for
those coaches. I thought instructional coaching
would be a valuable tool for this district so I also
wrote into the contract that there would be
somebody assigned as a coach for me and we
continued that for three years.

•

Our county superintendent offers new
superintendents a coach for the first year in the
position.

•

The board asked if I was open to receiving
coaching. I said yes, of course, I would want
one because I have never done this job before. It
would have been a deal breaker if I did not want
a coach.

•

I had a coach as a principal and when I got the
job as superintendent in a different district, the
board wanted me to have assistance through
coaching. I said yes, I am game, love it!

•

In negotiations with the board, I asked for two
years of coaching.
(continued)
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Components
Selection and Background of
Coach
(n=37)

Example Summarized Quotations
•

When I was an assistant superintendent, I
became close with my superintendent. He
mentored me over the years, then retired and
became a coach. I asked him to be my coach.

•

I chose my coach, who was my retired
superintendent, because he is a very good
listener, knows how to ask the right questions,
has 40 years of experience, and is well respected
in the field.

•

I have three coaches or consultants actually; one
to help with equity issues, one for implementing
a major change in a curriculum area and another
to work with me and the board on our vision and
strategic planning. They all serve as a coach and
have coaching backgrounds.

•

I had done work with this individual in another
venue who I trusted considerably. He knew the
ins and outs of the superintendency and came
into this position with specific goals in mind for
me. We wanted to make sure some things would
happen and some things would not happen. He
was somebody I could talk to and he provided
me the right questions to cause me to think and
probe my own thinking.

•

She was a superintendent nearby who was also a
coach and had a lot of experience. I saw her in
meetings, she was pragmatic, well-liked by
teachers, yet somewhat aggressive. I wanted to
learn from her how she could develop good
rapport and close the achievement gap.

•

The county contracts with a professional
development group in the area. My coach was
hired by the county to coach many of us new
superintendents.

•

The coaching component is deeply personal; it’s
about a match. It can’t be formulaic; it can’t be
one size fits all. It has to work for the
superintendent and the coach.
(continued)
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Components
Getting Started with Coaching
(n= 41)

Communication:
Method/Frequency
(n= 42)

Example Summarized Quotations
•

My coach helped me before I got the job. She
helped me find the right job to apply for, the
interview process and the contract negotiations.
Then, we got to work together formally after I
got the position.

•

We walked every campus together during the
first weeks of my new job.

•

We reviewed and analyzed as much data about
the district as possible together.

•

My coach took the school year and cut it into
pieces so it was scripted: first we will do goal
setting with the board, then governance
protocols, how to plan a retreat with the board,
come to agreement with the board about how
you will make decisions and define roles – a
written agreement.

•

We meet once a month for breakfast and I bring
an issue to discuss. We also use email and
phone. He is on speed dial and I can call him
24/7 but I don’t. I text him and ask him to call
me.

•

I met with my coach twice a month during the
first year, about once a month the second year,
and the third year we had five scheduled visits
and checked in whenever I needed.

•

We met bi-weekly at the beginning so we could
review the yearlong plan to guide my work with
the board so I was a step ahead of critical
timelines. We also met as needed because he
was close by. We talked on the phone often.

•

I would see him for two hours every six weeks
and I would call him three times a week with
updates.
(continued)
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Components
Coaching Strategies
(n= 17)

Example Summarized Quotations
•

My coach used a 360-degree structure. The
board, principals, and teachers completed
anonymous surveys and we analyzed the raw
data and drew conclusions from it.

•

At a management retreat, the coach facilitated a
fish bowl activity and my staff was able to talk
to me and ask questions.

•

Lots of questioning, lots of listening, lots of
reflective responses. He would say “That’s
what I am hearing you telling me.”

•

He is a sounding board; the first 30 minutes of
our 90 minutes meeting is my venting time,
then we get to our agenda.

•

She does not tell me what to do. She asks
questions and pushes my own thinking. She
challenges my thinking.

•

My coach was too nice and just listened until
one day he really pushed back and challenged
me. We talked through a challenging situation
and I said, “This is what I need! I need you to
challenge my thinking.”

•

He kept asking, “Why is that important?” over
and over again.

•

The coach met with the board, the teacher union
president and did a whole lot of listening before
working with me.

•

We wrote all of the options and ideas on cards
and did a sorting activity to prioritize next
steps.

•

She sat with me and analyzed the entire budget
with me, asking me questions about each
section.

•

My coach walked all of the campuses with me
and talked about what we learned about each
one.

•

He would always say “How would that look on
the front page of the newspaper?”
(continued)
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Components

Need for Coaching
(n=39)

Example Summarized Quotations
•

He let me talk behind the scenes to run my
erred thinking quietly to him, then fixing,
owning it the right way, then go to the public.

•

He maintains confidentiality.

•

He validates and instills confidence.

•

He created a yearlong plan and broke the entire
year into pieces so it was scripted; goal setting
with the board; governance protocols, etc. I
could plan ahead for important dates and
agenda items.

•

The higher you go up the food chain, the
lonelier it gets.

•

There is a small core group of people you need
to rely on; there are lots of superintendents you
can call for help, but it does not mean you can
trust them to help you make good decisions.

•

Would I have survived as a superintendent
without my coach? Yes, probably, but it would
have been more daunting and way more scary.

•

The superintendent position is unlike any other
job in the district. There is no way to prepare
for this job.

•

You are in a position of one; you cannot confer
with the board and you cannot confer with those
below you.

•

The confidentiality is really important; I can
pick up the phone and talk to my coach about
anything. He is not going to judge me or be
critical of me. He is going to listen, reflect and
respond.

Note: n= number of comments from 13 interviews
Summary of Dominant Themes and Patterns in the Findings Related to Coaching
Components
Theme 1: Reason for Coaching. All of the superintendents interviewed
recognized they wanted, needed, and would benefit from having a coach. Coaching was
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voluntary for all of them, but strongly encouraged by two boards. In one case, not being
willing to be coached seemed to be a deal breaker for one superintendent who was the
fifth superintendent in six years in that district. One of his interview questions was “Are
you open to receiving coaching?” He replied yes, because he had not done the job
before. One superintendent shared that she was coached by her coach on how to ask for a
coach in her contract. Another superintendent stated “Superintendents have to be
coaches, so first they must have a good coach to understand how coaching works.”
All of the superintendents commented about the challenges and complexity of the
position, and that moving into this job was difficult because there is no way to prepare for
the position. The job was so different from any of their prior experiences in K-12
leadership roles, and also for one who was a private sector CEO. One superintendent
stated:
I figured out the minute I became a superintendent I was going to be in over my
head, and not that I could not do it, but with the conflicting things you hear, no
matter what they tell you, walking in is another story. I did not want to go
through that alone.
Three superintendents had extensive leadership experience in large districts and
used their coaches for more global or systems support. The coaches specialized in a
particular area and worked closely with the board, or the management team, or in other
ways, such as a community engagement processes.
All of the superintendents described important mentors and informal coaches they
learned from along their leadership path. All felt they benefited from a formal coaching
relationship as a superintendent with a commitment to meet regularly, and felt they could
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call the coach anytime for support. Three superintendents shared that they had access to
the coach at all times without the feeling that they were imposing on a peer or colleague
who was not being compensated. One superintendent shared:
Historically I have always had informal mentors and coaches. I have always done
that because I value the expertise of others and do not want to reinvent the wheel. So, as
I was seeking the superintendent position, knowing it would be my first, I went into the
contract negotiation when I was offered the position with the premise that I wanted to
have a coach; that would be a valuable support for me. I wanted the board to know in
that negotiation that I valued coaching and I expected it to be part of the contract.
Eleven of the boards indirectly approved funding coaches through district funds,
through the coaching support being included in the contract, or through awareness that
the superintendent would be contracting with a coach or consultant agency. Two
superintendents shared that their boards offered coaching or other forms of support such
as attending the ACSA Superintendents Academy or the Masters of Governance for
board training. One coach was funded through the county office of education, not district
funds.
Theme 2: Selection and Background of Coach. Retired superintendents
coached twelve of the superintendents. The thirteenth was a current superintendent
working in a neighboring district. Two shared the same coach unknowingly. One
superintendent had two additional coaches or consultants who were not superintendents
but specialized in organizational leadership, equity issues, and group processes. Twelve
of the superintendents had an existing relationship with their coach from a prior position
or knew them from within their circle of colleagues. Two asked their former retired
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superintendent to be their coach, and six asked a retired or current superintendent because
they had a specific kind of knowledge or experience that was needed in their new district.
One shared:
He has a lot of background and experience in the areas of small districts that have
both affluent and low socio-economic populations. He also has a lot of
experience in building and facilities; I inherited a large bond and the process is
half way through.
One commented specifically that the match was a good personality fit, and every
superintendent commented that a comfortable, friendly, trusting relationship with the
coach was a deciding factor in selecting a coach. As one person shared “If you would not
enjoying going to dinner with the person on a personal level, then it is probably not a
good match.” One superintendent was offered a specific coach at no cost through the
County Office of Education. That coach supported four other new superintendents in the
county. Another superintendent from this region was offered this coach at not cost, but
instead used district funds to hire a different coach because a trusting, established
relationship already existed and would not have to start that process with a new person.
Eight coaches lived within driving distance of the superintendents, and four lived
out of state or a long driving distance away. Those that traveled still committed to
meeting in person in the beginning and as needed, but they more often relied on phone
meetings and email.
Being certified or trained specifically to be a coach was not a criterion for
selection according to the data. However, three shared that their coach attended the
ACSA/NTC Coaching Leaders to Attain Student Success (CLASS) program, which was
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designed to support new administrators in the Tier II credential program. Two had
coaches from a professional development consulting group that provides coaching
training. The qualification that seemed most important, based on responses, was that the
person was a successful superintendent and a good match with the experiences of the
superintendent and the needs of the district. When asked about the coach’s
qualifications, one reported:
She was a highly successful superintendent who had steered me and mentored me
all the way through my career and I got along with her fantastically. There is no
one else I would trust to have a completely unbiased view of the situation.
One asked the current interim superintendent to be his coach because he already
knew the district and the position. Trust and confidentiality were important to all the
superintendents. All commented that they were not able to talk to the board or their
cabinet or managers about sensitive issues, so the coach needed to be a highly
confidential and unbiased person.
Theme 3: Starting to Work with a Coach. All but one of the coaches was
already serving as a support person or mentor for the superintendent prior to becoming
their formal coach. Seven started working with their coach informally prior to starting in
their position by helping the aspiring superintendent to: find the right position, prepare
for the interview process by analyzing the district, the contract negotiations, and board
relations as they started the position. Once on the job some superintendents then asked
for coaching to be formalized. Depending on the district goals or challenges, the
beginning of the coaching process and the relationship developed uniquely for all of the
participants. Most met for coffee or a meal to start their formal relationship and to build
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an understanding of the district. One coach walked each campus with the new
superintendent and also analyzed the student data and the budgets. Another coach used
the same process of breaking down the yearlong plan of board agendas and critical
timelines with both of the superintendents he supported. Two coaches started with
developing a strategic plan for curriculum and standards implementation.
Theme 4: Communication Methods and Frequency. All superintendents met
with their coaches regularly, often once or twice monthly, and meetings were
supplemented by phone calls and emails when needed. They used the coach for
emergency situations as well. Four superintendents shared the in-person meetings that
became less frequent in the second year of coaching. The four superintendents who
shared about their coaching experiences from an earlier time in their career commented
that even though the formal coaching relationship ended, they continued to meet and talk
frequently with their coach informally; they have a strong relationship that will continue
into the future.
Theme 5: Coaching Strategies. All superintendents shared various but similar
strategies that their coaches used with them. After the superintendent shared a topic or
challenge, the researcher asked follow-up questions such as “How did your coach work
with you on that?,” or “What strategies did your coach use to support you with that?”
All of the superintendents shared specific strategies their coaches used with them, but the
major theme that emerged was that the coach listened, asked questions, and helped with
reflection. Coaches used different questioning techniques, such as drilling down by
asking the same question repeatedly, but most often the use of reflective, critical thinking
questions were used, based on what they heard the superintendent say, and then time was
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allowed for them to think and respond. Three superintendents stated they were in
survival mode and just wanted the coach to tell them what to do at first, but the coach
soon transitioned from telling, or mentoring, to questioning and probing. Another
superintendent described a scenario to his coach, then the coach would probe by asking,
“How would this be perceived on the front page of the newspaper?” Three coaches used
activities or tools to help analyze a situation such as using note cards to visually sort
priorities, and charting to break down systems, roles, or responsibilities. Finally, two
superintendents shared that their coach worked directly with the management team to
facilitate leadership discussions.
Theme 6: Need for Coaching. All 13 of the superintendents expressed that the
job of the superintendency was complex, challenging, and unlike any other job they had
in education, due to working with the school board. One stated:
The superintendency is unlike any other job. There is no preparation for it by
having a different job and trying to transfer those skills. One reason is, no other
school employee has a relationship with a board, has to manage a board ,and has
to make decisions in a school board structured environment.
Another shared:
I have a friend who became a superintendent this year and I said to him that you
think you know, because I thought I knew, but once you get into that role, even
though you think you are at a cabinet level, this is distinctly different.
All of the superintendents commented about the importance of this trusting,
confidential relationship, and six said coaching helped them to avoid making jobthreatening mistakes or creating unrest or mistrust. One stated:
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You hate to have the superintendent learn by making mistakes. You want to learn
it behind the scenes by taking your erred thinking quietly to the coach, fixing it,
owning it the right way to do it, then coming back to the public with the right
answer.
Each of the superintendents talked about the need to have a confidential person to
talk to about any topic of support. One stated:
You are in a position of one; you cannot confer with your board and you cannot
confer with the people who report to you. There is no one else to really confer
with except other superintendents and you cannot trust that will help you make
the right decision.
All superintendents expressed the importance of the emotional and personal
support the coach provided. Comments included “You have no one to go to at times” and
“For me, being in that very, very, very, unique position and having somebody that you
can say whatever you want to, as much as you want to, is a saving grace.” Ten of the
superintendents talked about being able to be vulnerable and not judged by their coach
through comments such as “I don’t want to show weakness to my peers but I can do it
with my coach” and “Because I cannot leave this room and go talk to anybody here about
my vulnerability, because they are looking for me to be the stable force of the district.”
The last question of the interview asked, “What else would you like to share
about coaching that will help me understand your coaching experience?” All of the
superintendents stated that coaching was a valuable support for them and believed others
would benefit from coaching as well. One said “I can’t imagine a scenario where a new
superintendent, a person entering the superintendency, would not need a coach. In every
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situation, in every new superintendency, a coach would improve the outcomes of the
person in that role.” Seven of the superintendents commented about the complexity of
the job and how the coach helped them develop training for the board and/or a year long
plan to work with the board, with one stating “There are so many moving parts; you have
no idea what you should be paying attention to and what you should not be; I needed the
framing, prioritizing, and chucking.”
All of the superintendents stated that the coach was critical in helping them with
work and life balance, the stress, building confidence, the emotional aspects of the job,
and their overall wellness. One coach would call to ask about what the superintendent
was planning to do for the weekend or for the next vacation because the superintendent
was not taking enough time away from work. Another coach worked with the
superintendent and the administrative assistant on scheduling meetings and events on the
calendar so the superintendent could have lunch breaks and time to do the work that
involved being at the desk with a closed door. One shared “Just to have that voice who
has been a workaholic, somebody who has the same addiction, reminds you that
everybody goes through it. And that is priceless in its own right.
Support Through the Lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency
After gathering demographic data and information about the components of the
coaching program, the researcher used a cycle of questioning to learn how coaching
specifically supported the superintendents. These questions directly relate to the
overarching question of the study: What are the lived experiences of superintendents who
have been coached by trained coaches through the lens of the eight AASA Professional

124

Standards for the Superintendency? This cycle of questioning also supported the
research sub-questions, which were developed by restating the eight Standards into
questions: How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to…(see Table 4).
The opening interview question was framed as a request: “Tell me about one of
the topics, challenges, or focus areas you and your coach worked on together.” The
superintendents shared a topic or challenge, and then provided background information
about the situation. Most of the topics identified by the superintendents were complex
and did not clearly sort into only one of the eight Standards. The researcher approached
the sorting of this data in three ways. Table 6 is a summary of this data with an
explanation of each column of data below:
•

Column 1: Abbreviated version of the eight Standards (Hoyle et al, pp. 212213).

•

Column 2: Indicates how many of the 13 principals used their coach for
support in each of the Standards areas.

•

Column 3: Indicates the number of distinct topics shared by the
superintendents.

•

Column 4: Indicates how many comments were sorted from each topic into
each of the Standard areas. These larger numbers reflect how one topic often
involved skills and knowledge from multiple standard areas.
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Table 6
Summary of Data: Areas of Support as Reported by Superintendents
AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency

No. of
Supt.

No. of
Topics

No. of
Comments

13

5

61

13

7

105

10

5

38

12

6

41

4

4

15

Advocate, nurture, and sustain a district culture and
5
instructional program conducive to student learning and
staff professional growth.

2

15

Standard 1: Strategic Leadership and District Culture
Shape the district culture by facilitating the
development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared by the
school community.
Standard 2: Understanding Public School Governance
Understand, respond to, and influence the larger
political, social, economic, legal, and cultural context
by working with the board of trustees to define mutual
expectations, policies, and standards.
Standard 3: Communications and Community
Relations
Collaborate with the families and community members,
respond to diverse community interests and needs, and
mobilize community resources.
Standard 4: Leadership and Organizational
Management/Finance
Provide leadership and management of the
organization, operations, and resources for a safe,
efficient and effective learning environment.
Standard 5: Curriculum Planning and Development
Facilitate the design and implementation of curricula
and strategic plans that enhance teaching and learning;
alignment of curriculum, curriculum resources, and
assessment; and the use of various forms of assessment
to measure student performance.
Standard 6: Instructional Management

(continued)
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AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency
Standard 7: Staff Evaluation and Personnel
Management

No. of
Supt.

No. of
Topics

No. of
Comments

11

11

50

5

1

8

Implement a staff evaluation and development system
to improve the performance of all staff members, select
appropriate models for supervision and staff
development, and apply legal requirements for
personnel management.
Standard 8: Values and Ethics of Leadership
Act with integrity, with fairness, and in an ethical
manner.

Summary of Dominant Themes and Patterns in the Findings Related to AASA
Professional Standards for the Superintendency
The following section describes the major themes and patterns that emerged for
each sub-question in the Standard areas based on the topics that superintendents chose to
share with the researcher.
Standard 1: Strategic Leadership and District Culture. The first sub-question
of the study was: How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to shape the
district culture by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared by the school community? Table 6
indicates that all 13 superintendents (100%) used their coaches for support in the areas of
Standard 1. Five distinct topics emerged from the interviews around strategic leadership
and shaping district culture, though all superintendents commented about how their coach
helped them with strategic thinking and leadership strategies to help shape the culture of
learning in the district as indicated by the 61 comments. One superintendent used the
coach to lead a district-wide management initiative of systems leadership that also
involved the school board developing a new strategic plan and provided leadership
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coaching for all site principals. Another superintendent described how the coach helped
to prioritize several initiatives that would lead to an improvement in student achievement
by analyzing what areas required change now and what areas were areas of desired
change for later. One superintendent shared that this was the second superintendency,
and the coach provided support by helping that superintendent to reflect about the
leadership style and approach to leading change more strategically; not wanting to repeat
the same mistakes in the new role. In one district, a superintendent used the coach to
help shift the culture from a “culture of incompetence” to a “culture of support” by
working with the board and management team to create a safer place to nurture
innovation, build confidence, and empower site leaders. Here all site leaders were also
provided a coach for support.
Standard 2: Understanding Public School Governance. The second subquestion of the study was: How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to
understand, respond to, and influence the larger political, social, economic, legal, and
cultural context by working with the board of trustees to define mutual expectations,
policies, and standards? All 13 superintendents used their coaches to support them in
their communications and work with the board, emphasizing the importance of
frontloading and keeping them informed and prepared for upcoming issues. Seven of
them had distinct topics to share, and the most comments were made (105) relating to
working with the board when describing situations in other topic areas. The themes that
emerged in the topics around Standard 2 included: clarifying the boards’ role, training
the board, and communication strategies. Several superintendents described how the
coach guided an analysis the board and coached the superintendent through how to work
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with individual board members and the group. Two superintendents described how they,
along with the board, needed training on their roles. Coaches encouraged both to attend
the Masters in Governance training through the California School Boards Association
(CSBA). Another superintendent had a passive, or non-political board, and needed
coaching on how to get them on board to pass a bond and parcel tax to support new
construction. One accepted the superintendent position in a smaller district after they
were without a superintendent in place for some time. Each board member was
managing 1/5th of the district business. They had divided the jobs of district leadership,
superintendent, business administrator, and education services leader amongst the group
while the district was in the process of hiring new leaders. When the new superintendent
started, the coach helped to clarify roles as trust and confidence was built with the new
leadership team. When another board president threatened to quit in an emotional
confrontation, the coach was available immediately to help the superintendent reflect,
strategize, and develop a plan to calm the situation and help the board member regain
stability. The coach continued to assist the superintendent in managing the relationship
with this board president over the two years of formal support. Lastly, a superintendent
of a larger district, which recently encountered a high turnover rate of superintendents,
used the coach to develop a superintendent evaluation process with the board president
that connected to district goals and was data driven.
Standard 3: Communications and Community Relations. The third subquestion of the study was: How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to
collaborate with the families and community members, respond to diverse community
interests and needs, and mobilize community resources? Ten of the superintendents
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shared topics where they used their coach to support them with community relations that
were not directly related to board relations. Of the five topics that were shared, no
themes emerged because the situations varied. Three superintendents talked about how
the coach helped guide them in establishing themselves in their new community: which
groups to meet with and in what order, which community and school events to attend,
and community leaders and organizations with which to connect. One shared that the
coach helped time management during the first six months because the superintendent
spent so much time attending events, being visible, building relationships and earning
trust with the community. However, the imbalance of time was creating challenges with
getting other work completed and a feeling of exhaustion. Another superintendent
needed the coach to assist with managing communications and community support due to
the death of a student. Another superintendent worked with the coach in inspiring
confidence in the community and staff by working on delivering decisions or difficult
information with confidence as the superintendent, and not sharing that the coach or
counsel provided guidance.
One superintendent was challenged with an overnight field trip controversy. The
coach assisted with guidance in developing a process of community engagement that
would give the board data in order to give direction to the superintendent. Another
superintendent relied on the coach to manage a potentially damaging rumor spreading in
the community about the superintendent. The coach helped the superintendent
communicate with the board about an investigation process that would keep the issue
from becoming a larger concern and potentially damaging community relations and trust.
A final example of community relations and communication support came from a
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superintendent who used the coach to provide guidance through the community
engagement process of passing a facilities bond and local parcel tax.
Standard 4: Leadership and Organizational Management/Finance. The
fourth sub-question of the study was: How does coaching support the ability of a
superintendent to provide leadership and management of the organization, operations,
and resources for a safe, efficient and effective learning environment? Twelve of the
superintendents used their coaches for support in Standard 4. Six topics and 41
comments directly related to budgets, systems management, facilities, and bond passage
and oversight. Three superintendents shared that they worked with their coaches to
analyze the budget in their new district. One needed support from a coach with the new
Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) and Local Control Accountability Process
(LCAP) because of returning from retirement after two years. The coach was also a
retired superintendent so they worked collaboratively on the new approach of community
engagement and budgeting. Two superintendents used coaching support to analyze the
district systems of management and engaged their management teams in a process of
reflection and revision of roles and systems. Lastly, two other superintendents had
playing field problems. One was confronted by an urgent recommendation to close all of
the district play fields due to the unsafe conditions of the dying, brown grass due to water
rationing within the first month on the job. The other was told by a group of community
members that there was a decision before the new superintendent started to change the
bond fund use by shifting $2 million in bond funds from the technology budget to
upgrade the soon to be renovated play fields to artificial turf. With no documentation to
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validate the change, the coach supported the superintendent in using a process of
gathering data for the board to then make the decision formally.
Standard 5: Curriculum Planning and Development. The fifth sub-question
was: How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to facilitate the design
and implementation of curricula and strategic plans that enhance teaching and learning,
alignment of curriculum, curriculum resources, and assessment, and the use of various
forms of assessment to measure student performance? Four superintendents used their
coaches for support in the area of Standard 5. Four topics were shared during the
interviews and 15 comments were made. Four superintendents commented that they had
strong backgrounds in curriculum and instruction therefore they did not rely on their
coach for support in this area. They were also in larger districts with assistant
superintendents leading this area of work. However, another superintendent from a large
district did use a coach specifically chosen to help with the implementation of new state
standards, curriculum adoption, and course design. This was a highly political topic and
required strategic leadership in the community engagement process and staff buy-in
along the way. Another superintendent in a smaller district in Program Improvement
status was selected for expertise in closing the achievement gap in a former district. The
coach was selected based upon this similar expertise and supported the development of a
strategic approach using group processes to help the teachers discover the need for a new
curriculum adoption and articulated assessment processes. Another superintendent
needed support from the coach to manage the adoption of new standards because there
was a proposal to involve parents in the selection and adoption of content standards.
Lastly, a coach supported a superintendent in how to “go slow, to go fast” as they worked
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with a middle school staff in the development of an online grading program and
standards-based report card.
Standard 6: Instructional Management. The sixth sub-questions was: How
does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to advocate, nurture, and sustain a
district culture and instructional program conducive to student learning and staff
professional growth? Five superintendents received support from their coaches in
Standard 6. Four topics and 15 comments directly related to improving the instructional
program and professional development. The topics focused on changing instructional
practices and using instructional coaches. Two superintendents from high performing
districts used their coaches to support them in developing a strategic plan to close
“embarrassingly large” achievement gaps that were not acknowledged by their boards.
Each talked about carefully communicating to the board and implementing professional
development to change instructional practices gradually.
Two other superintendents worked with their coaches around teachers as
instructional coaches. One needed support with negotiating with the union to add
instructional coaching positions when the union would rather use funds for compensation
increases. The other needed support with justifying an existing $1 million instructional
coaching program that teachers felt was not valuable.
Standard 7: Staff Evaluation and Personnel Management. The seventh subquestion was: How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to implement a
staff evaluation and development system to improve the performance of all staff
members, select appropriate models for supervision and staff development, and apply
legal requirements for personnel management? Eleven of the superintendents used their
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coaches to support them with personnel challenges and funding. They shared eleven
topics and 50 comments with emerging themes of principal dismissal, union negotiations,
salary increases, and unique funding of personnel and working with challenging cabinet
members.
Four superintendents needed coaching support around the dismissal of
underperforming principals and did not have a human resources background so relied on
their coaches for legal guidance and careful communication with the board and
community. One was hired with the direction from the board to work on improving the
principal team, which included terminating principals. Another was new to the
community and needed to dismiss a long time, beloved principal. One superintendent
needed support with the careful disciplinary action and dismissal of an alcoholic teacher,
and the communications with the board and community around this issue.
Four superintendents relied heavily on their coaches for long term support over a
year to manage challenging relationships with members of their own cabinet or district
management team. Two were unsuccessful in obtaining the superintendency and were
eased out into retirement and a position with another district. One superintendent was
faced with convincing the board to increase teacher salaries to attract hard to fill positions
and improve recruitment efforts, while another needed support with a teacher layoff
process in a year where staffing needs were not decreasing, but to correct a funding error
where one-time funds were used for ongoing staff costs. The hiring and use of teachers
as instructional coaches was a challenge for two superintendents because the teachers
were resistant to the coaching process, and because of compensation issues with the
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union. Finally, six superintendents commented that their coach helped them with
negotiating their own evaluation process and contract negotiations with the board.
Standard 8: Values and Ethics of Leadership. The eighth and final subquestion was: How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to act with
integrity, with fairness, and in an ethical manner? Five superintendents worked with
their coaches around their own ethical behavior; acting with integrity and fairness, while
managing challenging situations. One topic focused on the behavior of the
superintendent specifically and concerned a rumor that circulated from a former role in a
past district. The coach guided the superintendent with board communications and an
internal investigation.
Two superintendents’ comments were coded in this section due to difficult
strategic personnel decisions that the coach and superintendent worked on together, and
the approach they used with the employees and the board. Another superintendent hired
an equity coach to support the district leadership, board, and staff in building awareness
and making decisions based on fairness and ethics.
Major Findings
A summary of the major findings from the analysis of this phenomenological
study follows.
Finding 1: Superintendents Want Coaching Support and Benefit From it.
The data collected from the individual interviews and demographic questionnaires
demonstrated that all 13 of the participants recognized they wanted, needed, and would
benefit from having a coach to support them in their superintendency. All had positive
experiences, although the invitation and structure of the interview was open to revealing
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negative experiences. All except one started working with their coach just before or at
the beginning of their first position; the other one was unsuccessful in the first position
and wanted a coach for support in the second to avoid making the same mistakes. Four
of them continued to work with their coach informally after the contracted relationship
ended because they needed and wanted the continued support.
All of the superintendents commented about the challenges and complexity of the
position, and that moving into this job required a coach for support because there was no
way to prepare for the position; the job was so different from any of their prior
experiences in K-12 leadership. Five of the superintendents attended some kind of
superintendent preparation program. All expressed that it was inadequate in supporting
them once on the job. In the last three decennial studies conducted by AASA (2010)
superintendents have identified weaknesses of their preparation and support in three
areas: (a) lack of hands-on application, (b) inadequate access to technology, and (c)
failure to link content to practice. Coaching, mentoring, and reflection are processes that
have been referenced in the discussion of staff development. These three processes can
be integrated into all professional development models (Hoyle, 2005).
Finding 2: Superintendent Coaching Involves a Blended Approach, Utilizing both
Coaching and Mentoring Components.
The initial questions in the interview revealed the components of the individual
coaching programs. None of the programs included all six phases or components of
executive or leadership coaching programs as described in the literature (Ennis et al.,
2012; Pattie et al., 2012; Hargrove, 2008). All of the programs involved some of the
components of coaching programs, including the use of coaching strategies, and all relied
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on mentoring support from an experienced superintendent. All 13 of the coaching
programs in the study were similar to each other.
Coaching was voluntary for all of them, which was cited by Miller (2008) as an
essential component of a successful program. All of the superintendents emphasized that
a person must want to be coached or it does not work. All of the superintendents stated
that coaching was a valuable support for them, and believed others would benefit from
coaching as well, as long as it was voluntary.
All but one chose their coach based on an established collegial relationship where
trust was already developed. All coaches were retired superintendents, except for one
who still served in a neighboring district. In the literature, a careful selection and pairing
of coaches and coachees is critical to the success of a coaching program (Alsbury &
Hackman, 2005; Miller, 2008). Training or certification was not a criterion for selection,
and most did not know if their coach was trained or certified. Three stated they knew
their coach attended the ACSA/NTE CLASS leadership coaching training.
Absent from the programs was a comprehensive orientation to explain how the
program works to all involved (coach, coachee and board) and formal leadership
development assessments and goal setting processes with the board to include the
organizational goals (Ennis et al., 2012; Patti et al., 2012; Hargrove, 2008).
They all had a similar communication plan: in the first year meeting in person at
lease twice a month, and less during the second and third years. They all used email and
phone to communicate as needed. All felt they benefited from a formal, structured,
coaching relationship, and a commitment to meet regularly was important. They all
described preparing or having a list for the meetings, and also felt they could call the
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coach anytime for support and were not imposing on a peer or colleague who was not
being compensated.
All superintendents shared that their coaches used similar coaching strategies
around listening, asking strategic questions, helping with reflection, strategic planning,
analyzing scenarios, and prioritizing.
Finding 3: Superintendents Benefit From a Trusted, Experienced, and Confidential
Coach to Succeed in this Unique Leadership Role.
All 13 of the superintendents expressed that the job of the superintendency was
complex, challenging, and unlike any other job they had in education, due to working
with the school board. All of the superintendents commented about the importance of
this trusting, confidential relationship, and six said coaching helped them to avoid making
job-threatening mistakes or creating unrest or mistrust with stakeholders. Cooper and
Conley (2011) recommended superintendents receive coaching so districts can retain and
improve leaders. Two of the boards in the study wanted to support the superintendent
specifically to prevent turnover and to gain stability. Gorham (2008) and Wyatt (2010)
found that superintendents felt they were more likely to keep their jobs as a result of
having coaching support.
Each of the superintendents talked about the need to have a confidential person to
talk to about any topic because they could not confer with the board or those they
supervised, which was supported by the research of Alsbury and Hackman (2006), Miller
(2008) and Beem (2015). They all reached out to other superintendents, but did not rely
on them for important decisions like they did with their coach.
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All superintendents expressed the importance of the emotional and personal
support the coach provided. They expressed that the coach was critical in helping them
with work and life balance, stress, building confidence, emotional aspects of the job, and
their overall wellness. The literature explained how coaching supports the social and
emotional growth and wellbeing of school leaders because it is relational, develops
successful behaviors, improves emotional intelligence, and adds to the enjoyment of the
job (Strike & Nickelson, 2011; Felicello, 2014; Alsbury & Hackman, 2006; Beem, 2015).
Pardini (2013) found that superintendents are overwhelmed, overworked, and under
supported in terms of their professional and personal lives, which directly affects the
quality of their work and contributions.
Finding 4: AASA Standards Accurately Reflect the Job of the Superintendency
The primary data collected through interviews for this study identified how
coaching supported superintendents through the lens of the eight AASA Professional
Standards for the Superintendency, as described by Hoyle et al. (2005). The 13
superintendents shared 41 distinct stories about topics, challenges, or focus areas in
which they received support from their coach. All 333 comments related to the
knowledge, skills and responsibilities of the superintendency, and the comments were
sorted into more than one of the eight standard areas. There was not a situation that a
superintendent shared that was not directly related to their role according to the
Standards. None of the superintendents shared that they were aware of, or used the
AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency to prepare for the position, guide
their work, or guide their evaluation.
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Finding 5: Coaching Supports Superintendents in All of the AASA Standards.
The interview data revealed that coaches provided support to superintendents in
each of the eight Standard areas, with the most frequent support reported in five areas: (a)
Standard 1: Strategic Leadership and District Culture, (b) Standard 2: Understanding
Public School Governance, (c) Standard 3: Communications and Community Relations,
(d) Standard 4: Leadership, Organizational Management and School Finance, and (e)
Standard 7: Staff Evaluation and Personnel Management. Every one of the 41 topics that
were shared by the superintendents involved the skills and knowledge of more than one
standard area due to the complexity of the situations. In her research of large urban
district superintendents participating in the Broad Foundation coaching program, Spears
(2012) also found that superintendents used coaching primarily for support in Standards
1, 2, 4, and 7. She found that coaching was imperative to the superintendents for keeping
their positions longer, and concluded that all eight standards needed to be the focus of
coaching support.
Finding 6: Coaching is Supported by School Boards, and Supports Superintendents
in Managing Relationships with Board Members.
All of the superintendents said that their coach supported them with board
relationships, communication, and board training. Kowalski (2005) described the current
relationship model of communication as open, two-way, and symmetrical.
Superintendents need to inspire trust and build relationships, especially with members of
the school board. They often act as teachers to the board and establish guidelines for
decision-making and consensus building (Freeley & Seinfeld, 2012). All of the boards
were supportive and aware of the coaching process, and had an understanding of the role
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of the coach. Coaching was voluntary for all of the superintendents in the study, but it
was strongly encouraged by two boards due to high turnover and a desire for stability.
Districts funded the coaching for all but one, whose coach was paid for by the county
office.
Coaches helped every superintendent with understanding and clarifying the role
of the superintendent and that of the board in general, and in specific situations where the
roles were unclear. Two experienced superintendents shared the same graphic on their
wall that helped them visualize the roles, and said they refereed to it frequently when
meeting with board members. Three coaches encouraged the superintendents to attend
the Masters in Governance yearlong board training program so they could develop as a
new team. Two coaches facilitated training workshops with the superintendents and their
boards.
Finding 7: Coaching Supported Female and Male Superintendents of Different Size
and Types of Districts in Similar Ways.
The study included a balance of male (6) and female (7) superintendents from
mostly suburban districts (10 of 13), with some having characteristics of urban and rural
communities (see Tables 2 and 4). The sizes of districts ranged from small (345 students)
to large (34,000 students). The data did not reveal a difference in the type of coaching
superintendents received or their perceived need for coaching. All of the superintendents
shared similar stories of how coaching supported their work and provided similar
statements regarding the value of coaching.
Though all of the superintendents shared that coaching supported them in their
first years primarily through a mentoring relationship, those with more than three years
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experience continued to use coaching for support. However, the coaching for the
experienced superintendents was more cognitive-focused versus mentor-based, and
centered on supporting the goals and initiatives of the districts.
Summary
This phenomenological study involved an analysis of the 13 interviews describing
the experiences of California K-12 public school superintendents who participated in a
leadership or executive coaching program. The superintendents shared details about the
components of their coaching programs, and then shared stories about how their coaches
supported them with specific topics, challenges, and focus areas. Gathering these
accurate, detailed descriptions and rich quotations was instrumental in understanding and
interpreting the meaning and significance of the lived experiences of the superintendents.
The analysis of the data provided a comprehensive picture of the components of these
coaching programs and the significant role coaching played in the superintendents’
ability to lead in their positions, as viewed through the lens of the AASA Professional
Standards for the Superintendency.
Chapter V presents a discussion of conclusions based on the major findings and
associated recommendations. This chapter also includes unexpected findings and
implications for future action and future research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Qualitative findings are longer and more detailed, and variable in content:
analysis is difficult because responses are neither systematic nor standardized.
Yet, the open –ended responses permit one to understand the world as seen by the
responders…this enables the researcher to understand and capture the points of
view of other people without predetermining those points of view through prior
selection of questionnaire categories.
-Michael Q. Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, P.20-21
Introduction
Chapter V presents a summary of this qualitative phenomenological study,
including a summary of the problem, a review of the purpose statement, the central
research question and the eight sub-questions, the methodology of the study, and the
major findings of the study. The findings will be discussed in the context of the literature
and the chapter concludes with implications for action and recommendations for further
research.
Summary of the Study
Overview of the Problem
Throughout the U.S. there is a crisis in the public school superintendency due to
retirements, high turnover rates, and a reluctance of district level leaders to step into these
risky, challenging and demanding positions (Bloom, Castagna, & Warren, 2003;
Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Fellicello, 2014; Reiss, 2003; Beem, 2015; Bangert, 2012).
California recently experienced very high superintendent turnover rates with 71% of
superintendents in the largest districts and 45% of those in the smallest districts leaving
their positions between 2006 – 2009, according to a 2012 survey reported in EdSource
(Hackett, 2015). The role of the superintendent is complex, demanding, and volatile.
However, more than ever before, public school districts need to retain and develop
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superintendents to lead districts during one of the most challenging school reform eras in
generations. Adding to the challenge, leaders are being asked to move into these
positions with less experience and training than candidates had in the past.
There is a growing movement among school boards and leaders to take direction
from corporate America and embrace executive or leadership coaching as an important
part of their management support and development. However, although coaching is
available to superintendents, it is not widely utilized. There are unresolved questions in
the research as to the impact of coaching on superintendents and why school boards are
not making coaching available or a requirement for their superintendents, even though
the research from corporate America, shows a large return on the investment in coaching
for middle managers and executives (Pardini, 2003). The question this study attempted
to answer is how does coaching support California superintendents in meeting the
demands of this challenging position?
Professional coaching offers individualized professional development that is jobembedded and sustainable, compared to other forms of professional development, such as
conferences and workshops (Heston, 2013). The value of coaching includes higher
retention, greater productivity, less isolation, higher morale and increased selfconfidence, lower legal problems, and a greater effectiveness in delivering the mission of
the school district (Alsbury & Hackman, 2006; Felicello, 2014; Copeland & Calhoun,
2014; Miller, 2008; Patti et al, 2008).
Coaching programs for superintendents have been evolving since the 1980s
(Cooper & Conley, 2011). Programs range from informal mentoring to structured
cognitive coaching with certified coaches. Several distinct groups provide programs:
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state sponsored, professional organizations, foundations (such as the Wallace, Broad, and
Gates Foundations), corporate-sponsored programs by companies like IBM and Bell
South, and private organizations.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine,
understand, and describe how coaching impacts superintendents’ ability to lead in their
position as viewed through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency.
Research Questions
This study was guided by one central research question and eight sub-questions
designed to explore how leadership or executive coaching supports superintendents in
their ability to lead in their position.
Central Research Question
What are the lived experiences of superintendents who have been coached by
certified coaches through the lens of the eight AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency?
Sub-questions
1. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to shape the district
culture by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared by the school community?
2. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to understand,
respond to, and influence the larger political, social, economic, legal, and
cultural context by working with the board of trustees to define mutual
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expectations, policies, and standards?
3. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to collaborate with
the families and community members, respond to diverse community interests
and needs, and mobilize community resources?
4. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to provide
leadership and management of the organization, operations, and resources for
a safe, efficient and effective learning environment?
5. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to facilitate the
design and implementation of curricula and strategic plans that enhance
teaching and learning; alignment of curriculum, curriculum resources, and
assessment; and the use of various forms of assessment to measure student
performance?
6. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to advocate,
nurture, and sustain a district culture and instructional program conducive to
student learning and staff professional growth?
7. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to implement a
staff evaluation and development system to improve the performance of all
staff members, select appropriate models for supervision and staff
development, and apply legal requirements for personnel management?
8. How does coaching support the ability of a superintendent to act with
integrity, with fairness, and in an ethical manner?
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Research Design and Methodology
The research design for this study uses a qualitative, naturalistic,
phenomenological approach through personal one-on-one interviews. The study took
place February and March 2016. The interview data was analyzed to understand the
experience of each superintendent who received coaching, which is a personal type of
professional support. The data collected in this study were transcribed interviews that
described people’s knowledge, opinions, perceptions, feelings, and detailed interactions.
This study’s design included a single, comprehensive interview with each
superintendent. The goal was find out what was experienced, how it was experienced,
and what meaning the superintendents’ assigned to the experience. The approach in this
phenomenological study was to use naturalistic inquiry; where as the study takes place in
real world settings with no attempt to manipulate the environment. All interviews took
place in the offices of the superintendents; 11 in person and 2 by phone.
Population and Sample
The population for this study consists of public school superintendents.
According to the AASA 2010 Decennial Study there were 12,900 superintendents in the
U.S. In the 2014-2015 school year there were 1,022 superintendents in California, which
is the target population for this study (California Department of Education, 2016).
In this study, the survey population is limited to superintendents who have
participated in a coaching program. According to the AASA 2010 Decennial Study, 20%
of superintendents reported receiving coaching/mentoring. The targeted survey
population in California consisted of 300-400 superintendents who received coaching or
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mentoring (AASA, 2010). The subgroup of superintendents, or sample, for this study
was selected using non-probability methods, particularly purposive sampling.
The sample size of this study was 13 superintendents. The researcher received 19
acceptance responses from the email invitation sent to 240 superintendents in seven
counties, which is an 8% return rate. Thirteen respondents were interviewed and
represented varied school district types and sizes, and represented the diverse personal
characteristics of superintendents in California. The researcher in this study interviewed
13 superintendents and saturation was reached after the sixth interview, which validates
the sample size. The goal of this study was to get rich data from interviewees. This
group size and the diversity of sources permit generalizations from the sample to the
population it represents, which is California superintendents receiving coaching support.
This study was a naturalistic inquiry; no control was used with the sample of
superintendents interviewed. In this vein this study planed for broad contingencies in
interviewing the superintendents about their various coaching programs and experiences.
The point of this study was to remain open and flexible to permit exploration of whatever
the phenomena offered (Patton, 2002).
Instrumentation
The researcher was the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. The
researcher used two instruments for this qualitative study: individual in-depth interviews
and a demographic questionnaire. The researcher developed both instruments based on
the themes that surfaced in the Review of Literature, including the AASA Professional
Standards for the Superintendency and the AASA Decennial Study.
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Each meeting with the superintendent started with reviewing and signing required
documentation: Participant Bill of Rights, Consent to Participate and an Audio Release
form. Next, the researcher collected the demographic questionnaire data for this study,
which included questions about gender, age, race, education level, years of experience
and district information.
The initial questions of the recorded interview were designed to establish rapport,
were general in nature and did not deal with the direct topic of the research (Patten,
2009). They focused on the components of the coaching program. The primary
interview questions followed and included those that asked about topics and experiences,
opinions, values, feelings and knowledge relating to superintendents’ experiences with
coaching.
The researcher validated both instruments for reliability through the use of an
expert panel and field-testing process as recommended by Patten (2009), Patton (2002)
and McMillan and Schumacher (2010). The researcher collaborated with the expert
panel of four individuals with doctoral degrees and various expertise related to the study.
The researcher made revisions based on their recommendations. The researcher
conducted a field test of the interview questions, protocol, and demographic
questionnaire with a superintendent who met the study criteria but did not participate in
the study.
Major Findings Related to the Literature
A summary of the major findings of the analysis of this phenomenological study
follows.
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Finding 1: Superintendents Want Coaching Support and Benefit From it.
The data collected from the individual interviews and demographic questionnaire
demonstrated that all 13 of the participants recognized they wanted, needed and would
benefit from having a coach to support them in their superintendency. All had positive
experiences though the invitation and structure of the interview was open to revealing
negative experiences. All except one started working with their coach just before or at
the beginning of their first position; the other one was unsuccessful in the first position
and wanted a coach for support in the second to avoid making the same mistakes. Four
of them continued to work with their coach informally after the contracted relationship
ended because they needed and wanted the continued support.
All of the superintendents commented about the challenges and complexity of the
position, and that moving into this job required a coach for support because there was no
way to prepare for the position; the job was so different from any of their prior
experiences in K-12 leadership. Five of the superintendents attended some kind of
superintendent preparation program. All expressed that it was inadequate in supporting
them once on the job. In the last three decennial studies conducted by AASA (2010),
superintendents have identified weakness of their preparation and support in three areas;
(a) lack of hands on application, (b) inadequate access to technology, (c) failure to link
content to practice. Coaching, mentoring, and reflection are processes that have been
referenced in the discussion of staff development. These three processes can be
integrated into all professional development models (Hoyle, 2005).
Finding 2: Superintendent Coaching Involves a Blended Approach; Utilizing
both Coaching and Mentoring Components. The initial questions in the interview
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revealed the components of the individual coaching programs. None of the programs
included all six phases or components of executive or leadership coaching programs as
described in the literature (Ennis et al., 2012, Pattie et al., 2012; Hargrove, 2008). All of
the programs involved some of the components of coaching programs including the use
of coaching strategies and all relied on mentoring support from an experienced
superintendent. All 13 of the coaching programs in the study were similar to each other.
Coaching was voluntary for all of them, which was cited by Miller (2008) as an
essential component of a successful program. All of the superintendents emphasized that
a person must want to be coached or it does not work. All of the superintendents stated
that coaching was a valuable support for them and believed others would benefit from
coaching as well, as long as it was voluntary.
All but one chose their coach based on an established collegial relationship where
trust was already developed. All coaches were retired superintendents, except for one
who still served in a neighboring district. In the literature, a careful selection and pairing
of coaches and coachees is critical to the success of a coaching program (Alsbury &
Hackman, 2005; Miller, 2008). Training or certification was not a criterion for selection,
and most did not know if their coach was trained or certified. Three stated they knew
their coach attended the ACSA/NTE CLASS leadership coaching training.
Absent from the programs were a comprehensive orientation to explain how the
program works to all involved; coach, coachee and board and formal leadership
development assessments and goals setting processes with the board to include the
organizational goals (Ennis et al., 2012; Patti, et al., 2012; Hargrove, 2008).
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They all had similar communication plans: in the first year meeting in person at
least twice a month, and less during the second and third years. They all used email and
phone to communicate as needed. All felt they benefited from a formal, structured,
coaching relationship, and a commitment to meet regularly was important. They all
described preparing or having a list for the meetings and also felt they could call the
coach anytime for support and were not imposing on a peer or colleague, who was not
being compensated.
All superintendents shared that their coaches used similar coaching strategies
around listening, asking strategic questions, helping with reflection, strategic planning,
analyzing scenarios, and prioritizing.
Finding 3: Superintendents Benefit From a Trusted, Experienced, and
Confidential Coach to Succeed in this Unique Leadership Role. All 13 of the
superintendents expressed that the job of the superintendency was complex, challenging,
and unlike any other job they had in education due to working with the school board. All
of the superintendents commented about the importance of this trusting, confidential
relationship and six said coaching helped them to avoid making job-threatening mistakes
or creating unrest or mistrust with stakeholders. Cooper and Conley (2011)
recommended superintendents receive coaching so districts can retain and improve
leaders. Two of the boards in the study wanted to support the superintendent specifically
to prevent turnover and to gain stability. Gorham (2008) and Wyatt (2010) found that
superintendents felt they were more likely to keep their jobs as a result of having
coaching support.
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Each of the superintendents talked about the need to have a confidential person to
talk to about any topic of support because they could not confer with the board or those
they supervised, which was supported by the research of Alsbury & Hackman (2006),
Miller (2008) and Beem (2015). They all reached out to other superintendents, but did
not rely on them for important decisions like they did with their coach.
All superintendents expressed the importance of the emotional and personal
support the coach provided. They expressed that the coach was critical in helping them
with work and life balance, stress, building confidence, emotional aspects of the job, and
their overall wellness. The literature explained how coaching supports the social and
emotional growth and wellbeing of school leaders because it is relational, develops
successful behaviors, improves emotional intelligence, and adds to the enjoyment of the
job (Strike & Nickelson, 2011; Felicello, 2014; Alsbury & Hackman, 2006; Beem, 2015).
Pardini (2013) found that superintendents are overwhelmed, overworked, and under
supported in terms of their professional and personal, which directly affects the quality of
their work and contributions.
Finding 4: AASA Standards Accurately Reflect the Job of the
Superintendency. The primary data collected through interviews for this study
identified how coaching supported superintendents through the lens of the eight AASA
Professional Standards for the Superintendency, as described by Hoyle et al. (2005). The
13 superintendents shared 41 distinct stories about topics, challenges, or focus areas in
which they received support from their coach. All 333 comments related to the
knowledge, skills and responsibilities of the superintendency, and the comments were
sorted into more than one of the eight standard areas. There was not a situation that a
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superintendent shared that was not directly related to their role according the Standards.
None of the superintendents shared that they were aware of, or used the AASA
Professional Standards for the Superintendency to prepare for the position, guide their
work, or guide their evaluation.
Finding 5: Coaching Supports Superintendents in All of the AASA
Standards. The interview data revealed that coaches provided support to
superintendents in each of the eight Standard areas, with the most frequent support
reported in five areas: (a) Standard 1: Strategic Leadership and District Culture, (b)
Standard 2: Understanding Public School Governance, (c) Standard 3: Communications
and Community Relations, (d) Standard 4: Leadership, Organizational Management and
School Finance, (e) Standard 7: Staff Evaluation and Personnel Management. Every one
of the 41 topics that were shared by the superintendents involved the skills and
knowledge of more than one standard area due to the complexity of the situations. In her
research of large urban district superintendents participating in the Broad Foundation
coaching program, Spears (2012) also found that superintendents used coaching primarily
for support in the Standards areas of: 1, 2, 4, and 7. She found that coaching was
imperative to the superintendents for keeping their positions longer, and concluded that
all eight standards needed to be the focus of coaching support.
Finding 6: Coaching is Supported by Boards, and Supports Superintendents
in Managing Relationships with Board Members. All of the superintendents said that
their coach supported them with board relationships, communication and board training.
Kowalski (2005) described the current relationship model of communication as open,
two-way, and symmetrical. Superintendents need to inspire trust and build relationships,
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especially with members of the school board. They often act as teachers to the board and
establish guidelines for decision-making and consensus building (Freeley & Seinfeld,
2012). All of the boards were supportive and aware of the coaching process and had an
understanding of the role of the coach. Coaching was voluntary for all of the
superintendents in the study, but it was strongly encouraged by two boards due to high
turnover and a desire for stability. Districts funded the coaching for all but one, whose
coach was paid for by the county office.
Coaches helped every superintendent with understanding and clarifying the role
of the superintendent and that of the board in general, and in specific situations where the
roles were unclear. Two experienced superintendents shared the same graphic on their
wall that helped them visualize the roles, and said they refereed to it frequently when
meeting with board members. Three coaches encouraged the superintendents to attend
the Masters in Governance yearlong board training program so they could develop as a
new team. Two coaches facilitated training workshops with the superintendents and their
boards.
Finding 7: Coaching supported female and male superintendents of different
sizes and types of districts in similar ways. The study included a balance of male (6)
and female (7) superintendents from mostly suburban districts (10 of 13) with some
having characteristics of urban and rural communities (see Tables 2 and 4). The sizes of
districts ranged from small (345 students) to large (34,000 students). The data did not
reveal a difference in the type of coaching superintendents received or their perceived
need for coaching. All of the superintendents shared similar stories of how coaching
supported their work and provided similar statements regarding the value of coaching.
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Though all of the superintendents shared that coaching supported them in their
first years primarily through a mentoring relationship, those with more than three years
experience continued to use coaching for support. However, the coaching for the
experienced superintendents was more cognitive-focused versus mentor-based, and
centered on supporting the goals and initiatives of the districts.
Unexpected Findings
Four unexpected findings were revealed from the data collected during this study:
1. A Blended Coaching Model: The terms coaching and mentoring are used
interchangeably in the literature in relation to support for educational leaders.
Coaching support defined in the private sector models, including the
International Coaches Federation (ICF) is purely coaching support using only
strategies to challenge thinking and find the answers to questions from within
the coachee. The ICF even recommends that new coaches do not coach
people in their own field to prevent them form acting as mentors telling
coachees answers to their problems. The findings revealed that the all of the
superintendents in this study received a blended coaching model of support.
Every superintendent described their person providing support as “their
coach” but every one of them played the part of a mentor and a coach. The
data showed that the coaches provided guidance, shared their own experience,
modeled, provided materials and resources from their own experience and
sometimes told the superintendent exactly how to handle a situation. These
strategies represent mentoring. However, every coach used cognitive
coaching strategies including listening, paraphrasing, questioning, and
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reflecting to help the superintendents discover their own solutions to
problems. This was often followed up with confirmation or validation from
the coach, which shifted them back into a mentorship role.
2. Willingness to Participate: During the design of the methodology, the
researcher and committee were concerned about finding an adequate sample
size of 12-14 superintendents to participate in the study. However, 19
respondents replied immediately to an email invitation to participate that was
sent to 240 superintendents in targeted counties in California. Many
expressed a desire to share their positive experience with coaching so others
may benefit from this study, even though the invitation was neutral to allow
for both positive and negative respondents. Three participants thanked the
researcher after the interview for conducting the study and meeting for the
interview. They expressed that their preparation for the interview gave them
the opportunity to deeply reflect on their experience with coaching. The
researcher was surprised and honored with the trust the superintendents
showed through their willingness to share highly sensitive, confidential and
emotional topics during the interviews. This validated to the researcher the
need and value of coaching for superintendents and that the interviews truly
reflected the ways superintendents were supported by coaching.
3. Emotional Response: The literature emphasized the importance of the
emotional support that coaches provided to superintendents. This study did
not set out to answer a question about the impact of coaching on the social and
emotional well being of superintendents; therefore, the interview questions
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were not designed to elicit this information. It was surprising to the researcher
that all of the participants talked about the importance of having a trusted,
confidential person with whom they could be vulnerable and honest; sharing
their emotions, insecurities, mistakes, and worries. Most of them talked about
being able to “just vent” with the coach in a safe space so that this emotional
response would not find its way into their professional relationships, implying
that the coach protected them and the district from further challenges. Some
of the participants became visibly emotional during the interviews as they
talked about the importance of this confidential and supportive relationship.
4. Lack of Awareness of Standards: The researcher reviewed the Informed
Consent form with each superintendent prior to the interview, which include a
statement that the study would be looking at their coaching experience
through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency.
Several superintendents commented that they were unaware of these
standards. The interview questions did not the researcher to learn about their
understanding of the standards or about their evaluation process, which might
include a standards based approach.
Conclusions
From the findings of this study the following conclusions were made based on the
superintendents’ experiences with coaching as seen through the lens of the AASA
Professional Standards for the Superintendency.
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Conclusion 1
Superintendents who participated in a coaching program benefited from the
coaching experience. The data collected from the individual interviews and the
demographic questionnaire demonstrated that both male and female superintendents from
different kinds of school districts benefited from coaching. All of the superintendents
said they wanted and needed a coach to help them navigate the complexities of the job
because there was no way to prepare for it even though many had doctoral degrees and
attended superintendent training programs.
One superintendent observed that in order to be a coach to those they supervised,
they needed to be coached to understand the process from both sides. Because of their
coaching experiences four superintendents provided leadership coaching to all of their
administrators to create a culture of coaching in their districts.
Conclusion 2
The coaching programs used by the superintendents were blended models of
coaching. All of the superintendents shared situations and strategies demonstrating their
coaches used mentoring and cognitive coaching strategies. The coaching strategies
varied from mentoring to coaching depending on the experience and background of each
superintendent. In addition, the support they received depended on the situation or topic
which they found themselves.
Conclusion 3
Superintendent coaching provides a unique type of individualized, confidential
professional development and support unlike any other form of support provided to
superintendents. All of the superintendents emphasized how critical it was that they had
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a trusted, confidential, experienced person to work with that had no conflicting interests.
All of them shared that they could not confer with the board or those they supervised due
to confidentiality and that they needed to be seen by all as leading with authority and
competency.
Conclusion 4
Board goals do not always align with the needs of the district so coaching helps
bridge the two. Private sector coaching as described by Hargrove (2008) and
superintendent coaching as described by Ennis et al (2012) describe a partnership
between the organization, the coach and the coachee. Based on the data collected in the
interviews, many superintendents discovered areas of need as a result of analyzing the
district data and culture with their coach. Only one superintendent talked about having
the coach meet with the superintendent and board to clarify and develop clear district
goals for the superintendent. Others did not have their coach interact with the board at
all. In many cases, the boards’ goals for the district and expectations of the
superintendent were not aligned. One superintendent shared that the board described the
goal for the superintendent as getting a bond and parcel tax passed. The superintendent
discovered that the district had a significant achievement gap and worked with the coach
to get the board to accept that both areas needed to be priorities.
Conclusion 5
AASA Professional Standards for the Superintendency describe the job of the
superintendent and could be used to improve preparation programs and evaluation
systems for superintendents. Based on the interview data that was collected about the 41
situations where coaching supported superintendents, all of the situations fell within one
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or more of the eight standards. The Standards describe the skills and knowledge of the
job along with clearly defined indicators for performance and are outlined in chapter two
of this study. All of the superintendents felt unprepared for the job and did not have a
clear understanding of the demands and complexity of the position. Those with more
than two years of experience also expressed the need to continue coaching support on the
job because of the breadth of knowledge and experience needed to be successful as
described by the Standards.
Conclusion 6
Retired superintendents with a track record of success and skills in coaching
should consider serving as coaches for new superintendents. Based on the interview
data, all superintendents valued the experience, wisdom, knowledge and skills of their
coach; all of who were retired superintendents, except for one who was still serving. All
of the superintendents shared the importance of developing a network of mentor
relationships as they progressed in their careers, but how critical it was to have this
targeted, individualized support from an expert focused on their unique needs.
Certification or training was not a criterion for selection of the coach, but several shared
that their coach received some kind of coaching training.
Implications for Action
In exploring the lived experiences of California K-12 public school
superintendents who participated in a coaching program, the impact of coaching on
superintendents’ ability to lead in their position was significant. Findings from this study
produced the implications for action as follows:
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1. Coaching could be made available to all superintendents. The AASA 2010
Decennial Study showed that only 20% of superintendents reported receiving
mentoring/coaching support. All of the superintendents in this study stated
that they would not be able to do their job as effectively and feared making
mistakes that would cost them their jobs if it were not for the support of a
coach. School boards, search firms, and aspiring superintendents could be
made aware of the impact of coaching as is revealed in this study. Coaching
could be made available to all superintendents each year of their career
whether they are new to the position or have experience due to the complexity
of the job and the significant changes occurring in public education that will
require superintendents to lead transformation change.
2. Certification for superintendents. California does not currently require
additional certification or training of aspiring superintendents other than the
coursework required for an Administrative Services Credential, which is
awarded to teachers aspiring to be a site or district administrator. Most
superintendents start as teachers, then assistant principals, principals, central
office administrators and then become superintendents. However, even
though the job of superintendent is significantly different from those other
leadership roles as reported by the superintendents in this study, there is no
additional training or certification required to obtain the position. Districts are
spending up to approximately $60,000 with search firms to hire a new
superintendent, then paying them high salaries with multi-year contracts, and
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then expecting them to fulfill all the responsibilities outlined in the AASA
Professional Standards for the Superintendency.
The interview data from this study revealed that all of the superintendents felt
unprepared for the job; even though most had served in the role of assistant
superintendent prior. They did not have an awareness of any set of standards
for the superintendency, and they all benefited from coaching support once on
the job. This study may inform the California Department of Education
Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC) about the need for an additional
Authorization or Certification that holders of an Administrative Credential
may earn in order to be qualified for the superintendency. The authorization
may require aspiring superintendents to complete a Standards-Based year-long
certification program as described by Hoyle et al (2005), which is currently
offered by AASA in various regions of the US. Once in the position, a
requirement of completing two years of coaching would complete the
authorization. This model was recently adopted in California to support new
site administrators. This may help new superintendents be more prepared for
the position, but most importantly would provide the expectation and structure
for coaching so it would not be up to chance or a supportive board that a new
superintendent received this kind of on the job support. This would mitigate
the challenges some superintendents have in convincing their boards to
support coaching (which may be a reason only 20% are receiving the benefits
of coaching).
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3. Informing the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC) and
professional education organizations. The researcher may publish journal
articles for educational leadership and school board publications summarizing
the findings and conclusions of the study. The articles can serve dual
purposes. The primary focus would be to encourage superintendents to pursue
coaching and provide the framework of a coaching program based on the
common components from the study. The researcher will also suggest the
development of a cohesive CTC authorization process that includes a
standards-based preparation program and job-embedded coaching. The
researcher will present this information at the professional conferences of
these organizations. She may also become involved in legislative activities of
professional educational organizations to provide researched-based
information about the benefits of structured coaching for superintendents.
4. Formation of a State-level Task Force. Through the efforts described in
Implication three above, a task force could be formed to research the use of
coaches for superintendents. This task force could be supported by ACSA,
CSBA, AASA, or the CTC.
Recommendations for Future Research
As addressed in this study, coaching for superintendents is a valuable form of
professional development and support for superintendents. Based on the findings of this
study, the follow recommendations for research are offered:
1. This study focused on the lived experiences of 13 superintendents who
received coaching support as seen through the lens of the AASA Professional
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Standards for the Superintendency. A future study may include asking the
participants if they felt comfortable with the additional step of interviewing
their coach. Two of the superintendents in this study encouraged the
researcher to contact their coaches to learn more about their background,
training and experience as a coach. This information may help with coaching
training and development.
2. None of the superintendents in this study used any type leadership
development assessment tool such as 360-degree assessments to help them
identify strengths, weaknesses, skills, or their developmental stage of
leadership ability. A future study could ask superintendents to use a tool for
assessment, reflection, and goal setting so they could work with their coach on
developing as a leader as they receive support on the job support. The study
could focus on the impact of this process by analyzing the results of the
assessment after a year of coaching.
3. School board support for coaching is critical in making this unique kind of
support available to more superintendents. A possible study may explore the
perceptions of the effectiveness of superintendent coaching from the
perspective of school board members.
4. This study focused on the perceptions of superintendents and the impact
coaching had on their ability to lead in their position. Another study could
focus on the superintendents’ coaches’ perceptions of the impact of their
coaching on their coachees.
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Concluding Remarks and Reflections
This study confirmed for me that the job of California public school
superintendent is demanding, challenging, complex, but also rewarding according to
those I interviewed for this study. Their passion for learning and leading, and their
dedication to the academic success of their students and communities inspired me to
grow as a leader.
Their role as superintendent is critical in shaping the culture of the school district,
and with a coaching mindset, these superintendents are growing as leaders, building
strong relationships with all stakeholders, are better communicators, and are creating a
culture of coaching and adult learning in their districts. After conducting this study it is
evident to me superintendents benefit from participating in a blended coaching model of
support where they receive that individualized, relevant, on the job support they need and
want.
Conducting this research has made me realize how valuable retired
superintendents are in providing this special kind of support for new and experienced
superintendents. Many leave the profession just when they have it all figured out, then
are in an ideal position to support the next generation of district leaders. Their
involvement benefits students by supporting new superintendents and school boards as
they navigate the ongoing challenges and threats to public education. The rewards must
be equally beneficial for the coaches as they see their wisdom impacting hundreds and
thousands of students.
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Appendix A

Invitation to Participate in Doctoral Study
February 26-March 18, 2016

Dear California Superintendent,
I am conducting interviews as part of my doctoral research study to document The Impact of
Leadership Coaching on California Public School Superintendents. As a current superintendent, if you
have received coaching, you are in an ideal position to provide valuable, first-hand information about
your experience with coaching as a form of leadership support.
The recorded interview takes about 30-60 minutes in your office, a convenient place, or through my
online meeting room. It is designed to be more like a dialogue or conversation. I will collect data about
your thoughts and perspectives around the coaching process. Your responses to the questions will be
kept confidential. Each interview will be assigned a number code to ensure that personal and district
identifiers are not revealed during the analysis and write up of findings.
There is no compensation for participating in this study. However, your experiences will be a valuable
addition to the growing body of knowledge about leadership coaching, a specialized form of
professional support for superintendents.
If you would like to learn more about the study, I am available for a phone conversation. To enroll in
this groundbreaking study, please email your contact information to me
at mharmeie@mail.Brandman.edu. Please suggest a day and time that works best for you,
from February 26 - March 18, 2016. I will follow up with you or your assistant to confirm the interview
time and place.
If you have any questions please do not hesitate to ask.
Thank you for considering my request,
Sincerely,
Michelle Harmeier
Doctoral Candidate
mharmeie@mail.Brandman.edu
(916) 768-0454
Ed.D Organizational Leadership
Doctorate in Transformational Leadership and Change
Program Leadership and Dissertation Committee Members:
Dr. Keith Larick
Dr. Pat Clark-White
Dr. Marilou Ryder
Dr. Myrna Coté
Dr. Walt Buster
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Appendix B
Participant Demographic Questionnaire
District Information

Superintendent Information

How would you describe your current school

How long have you been serving as the

district?

superintendent in your current district?

Urban ___ Suburban _____

Rural _____

______

What is the approximate enrollment of your

For how many school districts have you

current school district? __________

worked as a superintendent? ______

SES % _______

EL % _________

What is the state of the budget?

How long have you been a

__Positive __Qualified __ Negative

superintendent total? _______

What is the API Score? _____

Race ___________ Gender _________
30-49 __ 50-59 __ 60-69 __ 70+ __
Doctorate? ___No ___Yes
Area(s) of Study___________________
Did you complete a superintendent
certification or preparation program?
No _____Yes _____
Program_________________________
How long have you been receiving
coaching support in your current
position? _____
Did you receive coaching in a former
position? ___ If yes, how long? ___

Participant # _____
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Appendix C
One-on-One Interview Protocol
Time of Interview:
Date:
Place:
Interviewer: Michelle Harmeier
Participant:
Good Morning/Afternoon/Evening
1. Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. This is a part of my
dissertation research for a doctorate degree in Organizational Leadership at Brandman
University in Irvine, California.
2. I am interviewing superintendents who have been in a coaching program, with a
trained coach. The purpose of this interview is to record your experiences, thoughts
and feelings about your coaching program and the effect it has had on your ability to
lead in your position.
3. The interview is scheduled to take about 45-60 minutes. I will ask open-ended
questions that will give you an opportunity to describe your coaching experience. We
will take whatever time you want to be able to describe your experience and we will
finish with an open-ended question to give you a chance to cover anything we have
not already covered. I may ask some follow up questions as we talk for clarification.
4. Any information that is gathered during our interview will remain confidential. None
of the data collected will refer to an individual or a school district or geographic
location. After I record and transcribe the data, I will send it to you so that you can
check to make sure I have accurately reported your thoughts and ideas.
5. In an effort to make this interview as comfortable as possible for you, let me state that
at any time during the interview that you are uncomfortable with a question you can
ask to pass to the next. You can end the interview anytime you are uncomfortable or
ask for us to finish at a specific time to fit your schedule.
6. With your permission I want to inform you that I will be recording this interview to
guarantee the accuracy. The information collected through this interview will be
coded into themes and nodes that will be used to add to the body of research about
leadership coaching as a support for superintendents
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Do you have any questions before we begin?
Before asking the specific interview questions I would like complete a Demographic
Questionnaire.
After Demographic Questionnaire is complete, begin recording with digital recorder and
Livescribe Pen.
1. Tell me how you came to be involved with coaching?
a. Did the board require it? Voluntary? Requested? Board aware?
b. Was there a problem to solve?
c. Who pays for the coaching?
2. Tell me about your coach.
a. How was your coach selected?
b. Where did your find your coach?
c. What kind of training or certification did the coach have?
3. How did you get started working with your coach?
a. Orientation? Relationship building?
b. Assessments, ie. 360, Myers-Briggs?
c. Goals setting? Problem to solve?
4. How did you communicate with your coach?
a. Method
b. Frequency
5. Tell me about one of the general topics, challenges, or focus areas you and your
coach worked on together.
a. Describe how you worked with the coach in this area/on this topic.
b. What strategies did the coach use?
c. How did your work with the coach impact the outcome?
6. Repeat question 5 until about 45 minutes has elapsed or respondent has no new
information to share.
7. Final Question: Is there anything else you would like to share about your
coaching experience that will help me understand this kind of professional
support for superintendents?

Conclusion of Interview
Thank you very much for your time and support in completing this research.
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I will send, through email, the transcription of our interview if requested.
If you would like a copy of my final research findings, once the university accepts my
research, I would be happy to share it with you.

Thank you again.
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Appendix D

INFORMED CONSENT FORM
INFORMATION ABOUT: A qualitative study to explore the experiences of public
school superintendents who have participated in coaching as a form of professional
development and support.

BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Michelle Harmeier
PURPOSE OF STUDY: The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to
examine, understand, and describe how coaching effects superintendents’ ability to perform the
duties of their position as viewed through the lens of the AASA Professional Standards for the
Superintendency. The outcomes may yield new and exciting information that can be duplicated
by future researchers and ultimately generalized to the larger population.
This study will fill the gap in research regarding the use of leadership or executive
coaching to support superintendents. While there is a substantial amount of research regarding
the challenges of the position, the evolving role of the superintendent, preparation programs,
high turnover rates, and the shrinking candidate pool, there is a gap in the literature about the
ways superintendents are supported in their role once on the job. There is also substantial
research demonstrating the value of coaching for teachers, principals, and executives in the
private sector, while there are few studies about coaching for superintendents. Only a small
percentage of superintendents are participating in coaching as a form of professional
development and support. Where private sector executives expect to receive coaching as a
benefit, public school superintendents may not be aware of this form of support. This study
will inform school boards, superintendents and preparation programs as to the efficacy of
coaching as a form of support.
By participating in this study I agree to participate in a private one-on-one interview.
The one- on-one interview will last between 30 – 60 minutes and will be conducted in person
and audio recorded. Completion of the one-on-one interview will take place February and
March, 2016.
I understand that:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I
understand that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes
and research materials in a locked safe that is available only to the researcher. I understand the
audio recordings WILL NOT be used by the researcher beyond the use as stated in initial scope
of this research.
Participant #__
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b) The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the
research regarding the use of coaching as form of professional development and support for
public school superintendents. The findings will be available to me at the conclusion of the
study and will provide the results of the available data and summary and recommendations. I
understand that I will not be compensated for my participation. INFORMED CONSENT
FORM
c) Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be
answered by Michelle Harmeier. She can be reached by e-mail at
mharmeie@mail.brandman.edu or by mobile phone at (916)768-0454.
d) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not
participate in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to answer
particular questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I may refuse to
participate or may withdraw from this study at any time without any negative consequences.
Also, the Investigator may stop the study at any time.
e) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate
consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the
study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed and my consent reobtained. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or
the informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor
of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA
92618, (949) 341-7641.
f) I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to
the procedure(s) set forth.

________________________________________
Participant Signature

___________
Date Signed

________________________________________
Researcher Signature

___________
Date Signed

Michelle Harmeier
Doctoral Candidate

Participant #___________
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Appendix E
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
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